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One 


Author's Notes: 

Any resemblance between any characters within the following deathless prose and the individuals who go to 
make up the band Iron Maiden is totally coincidental. If they really are anything like this l'Il eat any item of 
clothing they choose to name. This is written purely to exorcise a plot bunny, and no malice or impeachment is 
intended. I'd love to make money from it but I'm not. So there. 


(Reposted after reworking!) 


Chapter One 


There is a story that the legend of Saint George began with the hero - one Georgius, young chieftain of a 


Romano-British settlement - rescuing a maiden left as tribute for a Viking longship in the hopes that the raiders 
would take the offering and pass their village by. They wouldn't have done, of course; Georgius drove them away 
single handedly, defending his lady and his home so ferociously that the raiders never forgot him, and let him live. 
The shp, with its savage carven prow, became the dragon; the young man passed into legend. 


/ also read a very fine quote, once, that has stuck with me for many years; that practical times need romantic 
people, and romantic times need practical people. So when there are new lands to be discovered, or adventures to 
be had you need someone who is prepared fo work out how many litres of water a camel needs under less than 
optimum conditions, how far a dog team can run with a full month's supply of food and other minutiae of the 
explorer's craft. Whereas times like our own, that can be perceived as grey and dull when they are not being 
terrifyingly complicated, need dreamers, writers, singers and, well, romantics..fo keep the spirit alive for the day 


when the practical man may come into his own once more. 


So cast the eye of the mind back in time, to an island recently abandoned by her Roman masters and under 
threat from invaders who all want to take a piece of this rich land, this jewel in the cold seas, this Albion. This 


place of adventure..where our tale begins 


The dogs were barking. 


That was what woke Steve; the dogs. They didn't bark at night, not unless a fox was in with the chickens, or a 
wolf among the sheep; even then, there would be other noises. Terrified squawking, the shrieks and cries of 
the beleaguered and the dying. There was another reason, of course, and right now it was the only possibility 
that he could think of, no matter how hard he tried not to. Intruders. 


Raiders. 


The terrifying longships - amongst others - had been stalking the coast since the previous winter had ended, 
extending their depredations even this far south, beyond the great wastes of the Anglian marshes and upriver 
almost as far as the fabled but faded city of Londinium. They struck hard and fast, killing and stealing all they 
came across, their grim path marked by the black smoke of burning dwellings and the drifting stench of the 
dead. There was no central force to defend the people, no governor to appeal to, no legion to hit back; only the 
tribal chiefs in their longhouses or crumbling villas, harking back to glories decades past whilst running from 
the Northmen or the Saxons, or attempting to fight back and only ever finding ashes and empty, looted 


churches. 

Steve rolled out of his bed, and stealthily felt underneath it for his sword. 

"Steven? What is it..2" 

He hushed his wife with a touch, hoping that she would roll back to sleep but it was already too late for that. 


Wide eyes flashed in the darkness as she caught sight of the ancient sword, heirloom from the past but 
always, always kept sharp. 


He touched her lips, dipping in to bestow a light kiss before moving on silent feet to the door, easing it open 
and slipping outside, hiding his movements beneath the deep shadow hanging from the eaves like a thick, warm 
blanket. No moonlight; low cloud hid any movement the raiders might make, and the bellowing of the dogs hid 


any sound. 


His last view of his wife was of her crossing the open floor of their home, moving to hush the child who was 
beginning to stir and whimper from the effects of the noise without, and the tension within. He allowed the 
door to drop closed, muffling the sound as best he could, and moved away into the night. 


His neighbours were also waking; a dog yelped as its master kicked at it, cursing in a fit of ill temper at being 
awoken when there was nothing apparent to disturb it. Even the night birds were silent; if he hadn't had 
raiders on his mind so much over the past months even he might have wondered what he was getting so 


worked up about. 


"You're a young man, with a young wife and a growing family," Robert, patriarch of the village had sighed when 
Steve had brought the subject up at the last forum. "These thoughts of war, of fortune and glorious battle 
are bound to occupy your mind. Spend your time increasing your herds..thatll take your mind off it" 


The other men had laughed aloud at the crude joke, and Steve had blushed and retaken his place on the bench, 


shamed to silence on that or any other matter. 


But he had kept his grandfather's sword ready, and had formulated a plan of his own. Should the dogs give 
warning, he would climb to the top of the hill that separated the village from a clear view of the river and, 
should he see anything, cry a warning of his own. Then he would turn and fight, and defend what was rightfully 
his against all men, no matter how terrifying they might be. Well prepared. Lethal.. 


Heart hammering in his chest he crept up beside the path, stalking the view as assiduously as he ever stalked 
the boar to his lair; never had a hunt been in such deadly earnest. He hoped to God he was wrong, that he 


was gripped by a young man's fancy; if it were so, he could creep back to his warm bed, and his warm wife.. 


He paused under a thorn bush, and felt his heart stop in his chest with sheer terror at the sight he had 


feared laid out before him. 


The quiescent river, the reeds and trees he'd played in since he was a child, the quiet fishing spots and the 
places the women went to gather water in the morning. All was as it should be, with the exception of the 
dragon-headed ship, sails furled along the boom, tied up and silent at the little jetty that they used to load 
their wool onto the trading barges in the summer. But if the ship was there, and the shields he was expecting 


to see along her flanks lapped like scales weren't there..then where were the raiders? 


The dogs were still barking, and Steve's horrified gaze followed the little path along the river which led to the 
other side of the village. Well away, he realised, from any impetuous youth that might creep directly up to the 
ridge to try and see what was going on. Why, such a youth wouldn't be able to make a sound before - 


The dogs’ voices turned to shrill screams, and a blossom of fire lit the night even as the raiders began the 
unearthly howling with which they accompanied their unholy work. He stumbled to his feet, pushed himself into 
a run even though he knew he was going to be too late to save his family, too late to make a difference. 


Maybe if he'd stayed - 


The smoke was beginning to sting his eyes as he approached the burning village, and he swore it was that and 
not tears blurring his vision as Robert was cut down, the old man trying to defend his house but making no 
more than three paces before being cut to pieces by a Viking with an axe. That man, that one; Steve set his 
sights on the huge man in the bearskin, ignoring all else as he ran for him with his sword raised, a scream of 


his own tearing at his throat as he tried desperately to make things right, if he could just reach that man - 


Something struck him in the side of the head, and he knew no more. 


Two 
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Chapter Two 


| wonder what that young man would have felt. How he might have come to terms with what had happened to 
him, and to the ones he loved, his perceived failings, and those of his comrades. How would he hold himself 
together, with all that he held dear tom from him in so brutal a fashion? 


Í struggle fo escape the emotions that surge through my mind, the pain and the desperation of one young man; 


failing, | close my eyes, and the dream becomes the dreamer once again. 


"Yeah, he's alive." 
"Wonder why?" 
"Who gives a fuck. See if you can wake him up, but if you can't then -" 


Steve blinked, coughed His head hurt, and something crusted over his forehead was stopping his face from 
moving as his mind insisted it should There was pain, too, where none had been before. He frowned, feeling the 
crust crack; blood, or mud, he supposed. Sore. Memory fuzzy, but he was sure everything would come clear 


just as soon as he could wake up.. 
"He's awake." 
"Well, fuck. Come on lad, sit up." 


The world slid sideways, spun, lurched, and wheeled before deciding to settle down into its accustomed place. 
Steve found himself leaning against a tall man with the face of a fighter; from its decidedly flattened 
appearance his nose had been broken more than once, and the arms that supported him were strong and 
muscular. He blinked again, trying to clear his vision, a damp cloth was rubbed rough and cool across his face, 
and after the confusing sparkle of droplets had been blinked and shaken away he realised that in front of him 
squatted a fierce looking, shorter individual with an air of command. His long, straight hair fell well past his 
shoulders, and the hazel eyes measured him with a steady gaze. Steve wanted to shrink back from the 


scrutiny, but wasn't certain which stranger he should be more afraid of. 


"What," and he paused to clear his throat. His voice sounded weak, almost squeaky; he hadn't sounded like that 


since he was a teenager. "What happened?" 

The man in front of him rose and stepped aside, letting the scenery speak for itself in one brutal sweep of the 
eye. All the air Steve had managed to pull back into his lungs left him with a whoosh, and he scrambled to his 
feet. Falling, stumbling, cursing and oblivious to the small group of men surrounding him he stumbled down to 
the smoking ruins of the village, howling incoherent almost-words of pained realisation in his sudden fear and 
shock. 

The brutish looking man rose and sighed, dusting himself down "He'll likely go mad, you know that, don't you?" 


The other man joined him and shrugged, eyes betraying nothing as he watched Steve stumbling amidst the 
ruins, crying out, calling, weeping. "Maybe he will. Maybe he won't" 


"You're a hard one, Bruce." 

"Times are hard, Nicko." 

"That they are, mate, that they are. You want to follow him?" 

Bruce shrugged, and the two men made their way down the gentle slope after the survivor. 
wie 


Steve knelt in the ashes of his home, too spent even to wail. All dead..all of them. His neighbours. His friends. 


His family. His world. 

He swept his gaze across the heap of timber and ash. Nothing. Not even bones..although there was a hint of a 
timber over there that might have been part of a cradle. He wasn't going to look any further. There seemed 
little point torturing himself by looking upon the burnt and broken body of his..his... 

He curled up in the ashes and began to shake, too devastated even to weep. 

"Told you," sighed Nicko. 

Another man ambled up, leading a horse. "Survivor?" he asked, voice light, then passing the reins to Bruce. He 
pulled a face when the other man grabbed the reins and turned his back without so much as an 


acknowledgement. 


"Yeah," sighed Nicko, sadness colouring his tone. Always such pain for those that remained, and no matter how 


often you saw it.. 


"Poor bastard. This was his place, yeah?" 


"| would imagine so," said Bruce, words clipped short in that tight way the others had learned meant that he 
was not in a good mood. "Give him an hour or so and if he's able bring him with us. If he isn't then leave him 


here; let the ravens listen to him scream before they pick out his eyes." 
"But m 
"No buts, Dave. One hour" 


He swung himself up onto the horse and kicked it into a fast canter, leaving the two men behind and heading 
for the edge of the forest without a backward glance. 


"Fuck's sake," grumbled the newcomer, "what's got into him?" 


Nicko shook his head, still watching the young man in the ashes, now just hunched over and rocking himself to 


and fro with the slow repetition of near madness. 
"It reminds him of his home," he said, and the other man's eyes widened. 
"Oh," was all he said by way of reply. 


"Yeah. Same sort of size, same time three years ago. Might even have been the same ship; you saw what 


they'd done to that carter?" 


Dave nodded, face thoughtful. He'd seen some brutality in his time, but the way the raiders had got creative 
with the carcase of the man who had obviously tried to escape them had sickened him. The angel, it was 
apparently called; a way of axing the ribcage open at the back so that the lungs could be flipped over the 
shoulders in a cruel, gruesome parody of wings. Took skill and fine judgement, by all accounts; it was also a 
terror tactic almost without equal. Not many men would be capable of it, especially in the heat of battle; a 
signature move, he supposed it could be called Bruce had also seen it before, by the way his face had 


blanched when they'd found the body. Dave had wondered why the other man had stalked off without a word. 


"Well, they did it to his father. So it makes him upset, y'see. And that puts him in a filthy temper, and then we 
have to put up with it. Get it?" 


Dave sighed, and shook his head before sliding his glance back to the grieving man hunched in the ashen ruins 


of his home. "Think this one'll make it?" 


Nicko's eyes filled with compassion as he considered Steve, who hadn't moved. "Dunno, mate. Maybe he will, and 


maybe he won't. Guess we'll see in an hour, won't we?" 


Three 
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Chapter Three 


Compassion. Altruism. Strange words, and in a time like those then the actions that accompanied them would have 
been even stranger, or so we might think now. But people dont change; the men that built the pyramids had days 
off because they'd been rowing with the wife, or had caught a cold The builders of the Coliseum in Rome were 
under orders to design it so that the entire crowd could be evacuated in a matter of minutes in case of an 
emergency. They had health and safety laws then, too, and bitched about the extra paperwork just as much as 
any builder today does 


So no. Men don't change. They still hurt, and offer each other comfort, and do what they can fo ease another's 

pain Particularly if they understand it; and if some choose to ignore their own pain while they help others to deal 
with theirs, well, that's a decision that they may one day regret. But hey, whatever gets you through the night - 
right? 


The woods were deeper then Deeper and darker, and filled with nameless fears that we, in our supposedly vast 
wisdom, have driven away. But then? Then they were still places to be feared after darkness had fallen. There 
were stil wolves, and things that could come out of the dark to steal children, blight crops, ruin lives, split 


communities. Things to make a man tremble. 


Except the men who had lost everything, and therefore had nothing left to lose. They fear little, for desperation 


can lend a pecular sort of bravery. 


The five men eyed the newcomer, uncomfortable with the openness of his pain. They'd all been in his position 
once; it was what had drawn them together in the first place. Held them together now, and drove them on 
with such singleness of purpose. Nevertheless, where they had achieved a measure of comfort with their pain, 
he had not for it was too fresh; to see another suffering so only reminded them of themselves. Reminded 
them that the pain was still there, hiding, waiting for the right moment to rise up and overwhelm them once 


more. 


Steve shivered, and clutched the warm bowl of stew he'd been given with a twisted, spastic grip. Nicko's gentle 
urging had moved him from his stupor amidst the ashes of his ruined home and he'd ridden behind the big 
man back to their encampment in the forest, still without saying a word and with haunted, pain filled eyes 


staring sightless into the thick scramble of trees and briars. He'd always been a bit afraid of the place at 
night before; not now. Dave had told him that reaction wasn't uncommon. Steve had laughed, a humourless 


sound more akin to a sob, and Dave had turned away. 
Bruce watched the newcomer with hooded eyes, sitting back from the fire and sharpening his sword. 


Steve looked up, considering each member of the little company, taking the opportunity to fill his mind with 
something other than grief. With the food and a little distance from the devastation that had been his home 
he was becoming a little curious about this mismatched group that appeared to have adopted him, sweeping 
him under their collective wing without a word. 


"So who are you all? How did you come to be -" 


He was going to say ‘in the village’ but the thought of his home brought up visions of blackened bones, ashes 
and - 


Nicko intervened. He stood out as the most ebullient of the little group, and stepped in to distract the 
bewildered newcomer in their midst before he could spiral back down into the madness that had come so close 


to finishing the job the raiders had started. 
"We're like you, chap. Lost souls all; Bruce there, he's in charge. We do what he says, don't we lads?" 
Bruce snorted but his mouth twisted into a wry smile. From his reaction, this wasn't always the case. 


"He's been to Londinium itself; got permission from the High King to find out what's happening out here in Caer 
Lundein after you-know-what happened to his tribe." 


"Went and made a bloody nuisance of himself until the King gave him a job to do, didn't he?" chuckled the one 


Steve knew as Dave. Nicko gave a short bark of laughter at the sly comment, and Bruce rolled his eyes. 


"He's a nobleman so the ol boy kind of had to. Now me, | was in the King's household guard and got told to go 
along and stop the lad from getting hisself killed That and he - the King - wanted me out of the place ‘cos | 
was in trouble anyway which | won't go into, but it involved a young lady who was ever so grateful for a 
distraction from her ‘orrible older husband -" 


Hoots and catcalls stopped the man from continuing, and Steve smiled despite himself. Nicko was a born 


storyteller, not to mention entertainer. 


"Anyway," he continued with a sheepish grin, "last spring we came upon Dave there and Adrian. They'd been 
told to fight the raiders and left on guard while their chieftain buggered off, they was nearly dead when we 
heard the sounds of fighting, but we soon sorted that out. Although the chief had picked the wrong route..we 


buried what was left. Another couple of swords are always handy, so they stuck around” 


The two men grinned with affection at Nicko, and Steve smiled wanly. He certainly wouldn't want to cross them; 
Dave appeared pleasant enough but the one called Adrian looked a bit fierce. The first smiled a great deal, quick 
with a word and swift to befriend a stranger, but the second watched with grey blue eyes and said nothing. 


They were one man in sun and shadow, or so it seemed for now. 


"Now Janick there, he's a bit of a one. Saxon. Now, don't go off on one, there's a good chap -" for Steve had 
flinched, eyes widening when he heard that the tall blonde was from the tribes that had been slowly moving 
into Albion since the Romans left, not always peacefully "- was born here. Farmer." Nicko paused, forehead 


wrinkling even as he shifted his eyes away. "Well," he amended, picking his words with some care, "he was... 


Janick spoke up at this, and Steve was surprised that his voice had so little of an accent that might mark him 
out as being of Saxon descent. "| was. They destroyed our village and took some of the women back to their 
camp..my wife among them." He flicked a gaze to Nicko, avoiding his eye, then gave a grim smile to the 


newcomer. "I'd tried to fight them so they made me watch. For two days." 

He shrugged and went back to watching the fire, eyes distant, on the face of it unaware that his hands had 
clenched into tight, white knuckled fists. Nicko chimed in once more, the rough voice shaded with something 
that could have been regret. "We couldn't save her, but we got some of the others out. And when we saw 
what our friend there did to the men who'd killed his missus..well, when he wanted to travel with us we 
couldn't say no." The big man took a deep breath and brightened with an effort, shaking off the melancholy 
that had settled over them while he told his tales. "So that's us. Bit of a motley collection, but there you are, 
hard times. So can we drop you off somewhere?" 

Steve's head snapped up and he locked gazes with Bruce, who had been watching in silence. Hazel eyes regarded 
him with a solemnity that could only be felt by one who understood the pain around the fire. Steve read his 
eyes, and appealed to the understanding he saw there. 

"I want to stay. | want to fight. | want to hurt them. | want revenge." 

Bruce nodded, considering the rush of words and hate. "Can you fight?" 

"Yes. Well. Sort of” 

"We can teach you what you don't already know. Sword?" 

"Some. My sword is gone, though." 

"No problem. Staff?" 

Steve grinned. "Definitely." 


“Stay, then." 


And with that he moved back into the shadows, rolled himself up in a blanket and appeared to fall asleep as 
soon as his body stilled Dave and Adrian exchanged glances, raised eyebrows; Steve turned to Nicko for an 
explanation. The bigger man shook his head and told Steve how he - and Bruce, it seemed - thought that it 
was the same group of raiders that had destroyed Bruce's home and tribe as had committed the atrocity in 
Steve's village. When it had happened to his home and family, Bruce had been captured. The plan had been to 
ransom the young man but he had escaped, killing several of the group before making his way to Londinium to 
demand action from the High King. He left behind nothing; the raiders had changed their minds, and slaughtered 
all that they had held. 


"You should have seen him," said Nicko in a low tone, stretching his long legs out toward the embers, eyes far 
away as he delved into memory, “all fire he was. Blood and muck, up to his eyeballs in shit and corruption, 
dragging his sword behind him he was so tired; burning up with fever from his wounds but he wouldn't give in 
He stood there in that ol hall and called on every obligation he could think of to get the King to listen. The old 
boy didn't want to, of course, but in the end he had to. Every day Bruce was back, hollering blue murder 
about the raiders until there was such a hue and cry in the streets you'd have thought they was at the very 
gates. Ol Vortigern, he weren't too happy with that at all so off he sends Bruce an' me on a fact finding 
mission." The big man hissed through his teeth at the phrase, shook his head and frowned. "I dunno, the stuff 
we've seen..some of it is just opportunists, but the one that did his home and yours..something's got to be 
done about that one. Or they will be at the gates of Londinium, and Vortigern won't be able to ignore it 


anymore." 
"And Bruce will be the one to do it?" 


"So he thinks. And so do you, by the look in your eye; but Ulrich the Dane isn't one to be trifled with, lad. 
We're going to need an army to take him on, and an army we ain't got. We can't get one neither, so you can 


put that idea out of your head straight away, my friend." 


Steve took a breath to argue, but Janick touched his shoulder and indicated he should get some sleep. Though 


reluctant he went, casting a glance back over his shoulder at the big soldier, frowning in thought. 


"Things going to get interesting round here, you think?" muttered Adrian as he passed Nicko with a slap on the 


shoulder. 


"Maybe it's time," he replied with a slow nod, watching the newcomer roll himself up near to Bruce, the glitter 


of his eyes showing that he still lay awake, thinking, "and maybe it's time, after all” 


Four 
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Chapter Four 


impossible odds, a quest that at first seems litte more than hopeless - suicidal, perhaps. Doesn't get much more 
romantic than that, does it? But unless youre a stunningly practical person you're going to end up real dead real 


quick. Not a situation in which you want to make mistakes, because you sure as hell wont get chance to make ‘em 


twice. 


But can you imagine the frustration? Chasing a shpload of well supplied, canny, vicious killers who can strke at will 
and you have no way of knowing where they'll be next, or when? A man could become an obsessive perfectionist, 


facing a frustration like that. Dangerously so. 


But if his friends are true..then they may be the saving of his soul, perhaps. Perhaps. Maybe it depends on how far 
they are willing fo go for a friend 


Or maybe on how lost that man is - because there comes a time when one has strayed so far into obsession that 
all chance of redemption evaporates forever.. 

Strike, parry. Counter strike, parry once more, sidestep, strike. 

Clash of steel, breath rasping in the throat now and feet beginning to drag. Tiredness singing in the muscles, 
and sweat sliding down to pool in the hollow of the back then be flung off with the next violent movement. l'm 


afraid. This man is supposed to be my friend and l'm afraid of him. 


| think that's enough, Bruce," said Nicko, from where he was watching under a nearby tree. Bruce ignored him 


and dived back into the attack, driving his opponent back with teeth bared and eyes wild. 
Twist of muscle, parry and attack once more. Hot. Tired now, but press the attack again - thrown back. Not 
give up, never quit, not until he's won and his opponent will not give up. Circle and turn, jarring blow. He's 


better than he thinks, but it's not good enough. It's not good enough, dammit! 


"Brucel" 


Attack again, press in, ignore the frightened eyes and the hitch in the breath; when they catch the raiders he 
has to be prepared. He has to prepare him. Must be prepared, and they won't stop when he's tired and 


frightened because they never, ever stop - 
“That's enough" 


Nicko tackled Bruce around the waist, dragging him to the ground and rolling him over and over in the dust, 
knocking the sword from his hand before pinning him face down. Using his greater length and bulk he sprawled 
across the smaller man, holding down his limbs and hissing urgent commands in his ear, demanding attention, 
forcing through the swell of rising madness. Bruce struggled and swore before going limp, closing his eyes and 
breathing through his nose, concentrating on the summery smells of the dusty forest floor, heated greenery 
and the sweetness of the air..anything to take his mind from what his friend was actually saying. He didn't 


want to hear it, mind balanced as it was between despair and anger and grief. 

"You're scaring him, man! What do you want to do, kill him? Sparring is one thing but this goes too far, and 
you know it. Now calm down before you end up with more blood on your hands than you can handle. Do you 
hear me? Do you? Bruce! Dammit man, answer me!" 

"Let him up, Nicko." 

Steve's voice was strained, but the tone of his voice indicated that he meant what he said; Nicko shook his 
head in disgust and levered himself up, dusting himself off even as Bruce sprang to his feet and stalked off in 
the direction of a quiet pool they'd found a day or two before. He didn't look over his shoulder, didn't look back, 
didn't speak - just vanished into the greenery with an angry swipe at any branches in his way, tearing leaves 
and screwing them into bruised knots, flinging them down to be crushed into the dust. 

"You alright?" 

Steve shrugged, staring in the direction Bruce had gone with a slight frown. "I'm fine. What's up with him?" 
Nicko moved to stand by the smaller man and shook his head. "He's being eaten up by this thing. He wants 
revenge - we all do - but its gone beyond that with him. It's driving him crazy that he can't protect 
everything he cares about; | sometimes think that if he loses one more thing he loves he's going to break" 
Steve swung his gaze to Nicko in surprise. "Loves?" 

Nicko winced, homely face screwing itself up. 


"Bad choice of words, perhaps. Fuck, lim no poet." 


‘I'm going to see if he's alright." 


"That might not be wise -" 


Steve flapped his hands as he walked away, turning to fling a sweet smile over his shoulder. "You worry too 


much, old woman" 


Adrian emerged from the forest, ghosting up to his friend and watching Steve follow their leader out of sight. 
"Nicko? Bruce getting out of hand again?" 


"Yeah. And | dunno what he's gonna do when Steve catches up with him." 


"Ah, itll be fine. They both need something to cling to - maybe it'll be each other." He snorted, a vicious grin 


spreading across his face even as Nicko groaned and put his head in his hands. 


"We need a bloody good wenching session is what we need. Something to take our minds off all this shit. And 
their minds off each other, cos you know no good's gonna come of that. The farmboy and the noble? Oh 
bugger, that's all we need." 


Adrian clapped his friend on the shoulder with a laugh. "I daresay you're right. Come on; itll be a while before 


they sort themselves out and we've got to be ready to move. Coming?" 


Nicko glared at the path the two troubled men had taken, and hoped that they would be able to sort 


themselves out without too much bloodshed. 


But somehow he doubted it; he knew in his bones that there was going to be a lot more blood spilt before 
their thirst for revenge was even partway slaked. Or indeed at all. Ah well. As long as they weren't shedding 


each other's then all would be well. 


"| wish," he cracked, and bellowed with laughter at his own joke as he followed Adrian back to their camp. 
we 


Bruce dived into the cold water and swam across the pond, trying to quiet the yammering in his head with a 
combination of the chill and exercise, powerful arms dragging him through the water at speed, legs and back 
working hard, whole body driving forward. It was a strategy that worked for him; when the pain of it all got 
too much and his heart felt like it would burst then he would just go off alone and -- 


He turned on his back, spread his arms and just floated, stilling everything but his heart and mind. Go off 
alone. The others talked, or joked, drank or found a woman or got into a fight; they didn't need this solitary 
exercise to understand themselves. Maybe that was the key. Maybe it wasn't as difficult as he thought.. 


He tucked his hands behind his head and considered this new angle, floating and watching the sunlight through 


the leaves of the overhanging trees, all unaware that he too was being watched from the bank. 


Steve froze, mesmerised by the sight of the man he'd been so afraid of such a short time ago. He'd been 
powering across the glittering expanse of the large pond, tanned arms and shoulders throwing spray around 
him and then he'd stopped. Just stopped. Turned on his back and floated, staring at the sky as though all the 
answers were written up there beyond the clouds, perhaps in a script only he could read. From furious anger 
to the very epitome of peace in a heartbeat, no transition. One minute one thing, the next something 


completely other. 


He'd been planning to find Bruce, talk to him, try and find out why he'd lost control in their training session, 
Steve had been with the band for a week now, and they were teaching him more about fighting than he'd ever 
even suspected existed. He'd been quite sure that his pain was too great to live with, that it would surely kill 
him, and although it still sometimes felt as though that was the case - the nightmares were the worst - his 
discovery that life does, indeed, go on was possibly the most shocking thing of all to him. Looked like he wasn't 


going to die of a broken heart after all, no matter how much he wanted to. 


The nightmares. Most of the others had woken him from them, hushing him with gentle words as he struggled 
from sleep howling to his wife, or to Robert, or trying to save his son from the flames consuming his home; 
Nicko would pass him a piece of rag to wipe his eyes with, Janick give him a rough hug, Adrian and Dave 
nothing more than a comradely clap on the shoulder and a flippant ‘don't worry about it! when he apologised 


groggily for waking them. 


Bruce, though..he'd only been lying near enough to wake him once, and that night he'd held him in his arms 
while Steve gasped out his terror, reliving the awful memories and the scenes his mind had invented from the 
wreckage, which were always much, much worse than what he'd actually seen. But he'd cradled him close, let 
Steve bury his head in his chest until his breathing had calmed down to merely hitching sobs and then rocked 
him until he slept again He hadn't spoken, just made wordless noises of comfort, hushing him and holding him 


until he relaxed back into a deep, dreamless sleep. 


He'd woken alone, his blanket pulled up against his chin and tucked around him with some care. He'd apologised 
for waking the others; they claimed not to have heard him and he'd subsided in some confusion when Bruce 
had refused to meet his eye. He didn't understand, and when their rather odd leader had offered to give him 
one-to-one sword training he'd hoped that when they were alone they'd get chance to talk. 


No chance. Until Nicko had stepped in he'd begun to fear for his life; now watching Bruce floating in the gentle 
current that flowed through the pond he felt confusion overwhelm him. This was like nothing he'd ever 

encountered before; the men he'd grown up with were all so simple compared to this man. There were layers 
and layers to him, and Steve despaired of ever understanding the real man underneath it all - or even, some 


days, of finding that individual. Mercurial and mad one moment, as calm and cool as a field of new fallen snow 


the next. Ten feet tall and terrible to behold or -- 


"Seen enough?" asked Bruce with a lazy smile up at the sky even as Steve started, guilty at being caught 
watching. He stepped out into full view, and Bruce turned in the water until he was facing him, balancing 
himself with slow, graceful movements of his arms, hair fanning behind him in the water and gleaming in the 


sunlight. 


"Sorry. | --" 


Bruce shrugged. "It's a good way of stopping your muscles stiffening up after a workout. The water's good; 


why don't you come on in?" 


Well, that was a positive sign, wasn't it? Maybe they'd get a chance to talk after all. And the swim certainly 
seemed to have done him good; some of the strain was gone from his face, and the smile was the first 


genuine one Steve had seen from him yet. Was this the real man under all the fire, or just another face to 


hide behind? 
No way to tell. Not yet. 
"You can swim, can't you?" 


‘Of course," replied Steve, abandoning such a useless train of thought. Dropping his clothing in an untidy pile on 
a fallen tree, he picked his way with care across the stony incline to wade, finally, in to the pond. The bank he 
was using was near to where a little stream fed into the area, washing the stones clean and sweeping any 
floating debris down to the far end of the pool, choked with reeds. The main pond was deep and clear, not too 


weedy and ideal for swimming with a firm, sandy bottom sloping shallow to the shore. 


Steve pushed off and gasped with the chill before laughing and swimming out to join Bruce. He was right; this 
was good, and he could feel some of the tension beginning to drain from his shoulders as he swam. It had been 


a while since he'd swum with another -- 


"Let's see how well," Bruce said with a mischievous look, and dived under, body forming a smooth curve. Steve 


trod water, confused for a second, then yelped as he was dragged below by one ankle. 


"Bastard," he gasped when he broke the surface again, spotting a grinning Bruce not ten feet away. Turning in 
the water he arched through the surface, grabbing for Bruce's ankles and eventually succeeding in wrestling 
him under which resulted in a good natured, playful attempt to - so it would have appeared to a casual 


observer - drown each other. 

The two men sported in the water like young seals until they were exhausted, then dragged themselves up the 
bank and collapsed in the long grass to bask in the last of the evening sunlight. Eventually Bruce pulled himself 
up onto his elbows and nudged Steve with one foot. 

"Come on. The others'll think we've murdered each other." 


"| think you've murdered me." 


"Nah. If it hurts that shows you're still alive.” 


Steve snorted, then opened his eyes and stared straight into Bruce's hazel gaze; he was hanging almost right 
over his face, and Steve was surprised to see him there as he hadn't even heard him move. "Yeah," he said 
under his breath, realising the truth of the statement, however flippantly it had been delivered. "| guess so." 


He closed his eyes again, and wished that it weren't so true. 


The pair dressed in silence, then began to walk back to the camp. Bruce laid his hand on Steve's arm, turning 


him until they faced each other in the growing gloom of the woods. 
“Steve..thanks." 


The other man nodded, feeling awkward with the moment, and thus they made their way back to the others 
wrapped in a thoughtful silence. 


Five 


Where does love come from, and why do we love the ones we love? ls it desperation, or loneliness? A specitic 
type or the person who gives you the eye ina bar? Someone with whom you share a secret, or do you have a 


thing for a handsome stranger? 


Big questions, eh? And | wonder why love has fo have neat little labels; ‘gay’, bi, thet: Why cant people just accept 
that we love who we love, fall for a personality or a soul regardless of the body they wear? 


Affer all, love and sex are two completely different things 


Aren't they? 


The conversation had flickered as low as the fire, and all bar Steve, Bruce and Nicko had found their blankets. 


"Well, I'm for my pit. Not the pit, you understand, although there's been a few reckon that's where l'm 
headed..." 


Steve smiled, and Bruce rolled his eyes theatrically. "Goodnight, Nicko." 

He grinned, strolling away to the edge of the clearing. "Night boys," floated back. 

The remaining pair watched the coals dim and slither down into the ash bed as the cool night air settled over 
them. Bruce settled himself lower, the reddish glow reflecting from eyes that held a look as distant as the 
moon. 

"Can | ask you something?" 

Bruce flicked his gaze up, but the expression he pointed at the other man was warm. "Go ahead" 

"Well." he hesitated slightly, unsure of how to proceed. Bruce sat forward, really curious now. 


"Go on" 


Steve leaned closer to the other man, and dropped his voice even lower. "Dave..and Adrian. They always sleep 


awfully close, don't they? And the one's never far from the other." 


"And?" Bruce whispered back. Steve looked confused, and he had to smother a laugh when he realised what the 


question actually was. "Yes, is the answer. They are. And what of it? They take their turn with the ladies." 
Steve looked confused. "Then why -" 

"Because," sighed Bruce gently, looking over to where the two men were curled against each other, snoring 
lightly, "they know what they've been through; they understand each other. What, you think you're the only 
one has nightmares?" 

Steve sat back, thinking hard. "Oh," was all he managed to say. 


Bruce chuckled. "You're taking it very well. All things considered." 


Steve glanced back sharply. "What, because I've never been further than the next village I'm an idiot? Is that 
what you think of me?" 


Bruce shook his head in denial. "If | did you wouldn't be here now." 

"So..what about the others, then?" 

"Janick saves it all for when we meet up with raiders; I'll give you a tip, don’t get in his way when we do come 
across some, because he'll go straight through you. But apart from that he keeps it all bottled up. Nicko..well, 
you've seen him. He laughs everything off; it never seems to touch him but lim not so sure, sometimes. | think 
he deals with it by just..being there for the rest of us." 


"Picking up waifs and strays," mused Steve, and Bruce nodded. 


"Yeah. What he didn't tell you was that it was his word finally got me in to see Vortigern, apparently he's well 


known in Londinium for championing," and he snorted out a short laugh, rather bitterly, "lost causes." 


There was a longer pause while both men thought about their conversation, and when Steve leaned forward to 


poke at the embers of the fire he asked the question Bruce had hoped like hell he wouldn't. 
"And you? How do you cope?” 


Bruce wrapped his arms around his knees and hugged them to him tightly. It was a good question, sometimes 


he wondered about it himself, so he said so. 
"Ah. So -" 


"Talk in the morning, boys," came Nicko's voice sleepily across the clearing. "It's late, and some of us would like 


to get some sleep." 


Tension broken, the two men chuckled and scurried to their blankets like small boys chided for staying up late. 


And if Bruce moved his blanket over to lie next to Steve's no-one was going to mention it in the morning. 


"Sit up straight, my lads," called Nicko cheerfully, early the next morning as they were mounting their horses 


and preparing to leave, "cos today we're going to see some fine gents and ladies." 
"You been keeping secrets, you old devil?" called Bruce cheerfully. 


"Not exactly. But we're only a few miles from Caer Celemnion, thought it might be politic to drop in and say 
hello to the Atrebates. What say you, boss?" 


Bruce leaned on his saddle horn and stared hard at the ex soldier. "You're up to something." 
"Me?" 

"Sounds like it," chuckled Adrian, as he moved his horse past Bruce out on to the trail. 

"It does," agreed Dave, a breath behind him. 

‘I'm sure he has his reasons," murmured Janick, with a wink to Steve. 

"Aye, and they'll be so good you'd never know he just thought of them. You coming, Steve?" 


Despite wanting to hang back and talk to Bruce - currently engaged deep in a hissed conversation with Nicko - 
he nudged his heels into the flanks of his mule and followed Janick with a sigh. 


Moments later Bruce cantered steadily past, face set and expressionless, Nicko sitting his horse long-legged 
and relaxed behind him. 


"Pick up the pace, boys; there'll be real beds and soft women tonight if we're quick! Or is that soft beds and 


real women..?" 

Janick rolled his eyes at Steve, and they cantered after the others. 

* 

Later that afternoon they pulled up before the considerable wooden gates of a walled town. 


"What is this place?" asked Steve, a little nervously, the guards watching them from the top of the tower 


looked none too welcoming. Janick shrugged, his expression as muted as ever. 


"Caer Celemnion. The main seat of the High Chieftain of the Atrebates; unless | miss my guess Bruce is related 


to the old sot." 
"So they'll let us in, then?" 


"| would think so. This is the first time you've seen this; | forget. It seems like you've been with us for 


longer... 
"Seen what?" 


"We'll go in, they'll make us welcome, give us a fine dinner. Bruce will try and drum up support, and they'll 
mutter into their beards and pretend to listen to him. Then in the morning we'll be on our way again, 
resupplied, fresh maps and tales of atrocities..and with nothing more by way of support than a ‘we would, old 


boy, if we could.” 


Janick snorted, and Steve watched Bruce and Nicko conferring with the guards with a sinking feeling in his 


heart. And Bruce had been doing this for three years? How the hell did he keep his heart in it? 


No time to consider it now; the gates were being opened, and the band ushered in. Janick and Steve, riding as 
ever at the back, clicked their tongues at the pack mules, and followed the others inside. 


They were shown to comfortable quarters - a room each, and Steve's estimation of Bruce shot up a few 
notches if he was able to secure accommodation like this - and asked by a soft voiced servant if they needed 


anything. A bath, perhaps? 


"Er," said Steve, completely out of his depth. He'd lived all his life in a small village, rising with the sun and 
working hard until the work was done; he'd heard of the baths they had in the larger towns, legacy of the 
civilisation the now departed Romans had brought with them, but had never actually been in one. He was saved 
by the appearance of Nicko, suddenly looming large behind the weaselly man who was beginning to regard Steve 


with some disdain. 


The tall soldier crowded the smaller man, issuing orders quickly and confidently; when he shot a sly wink at his 


companion Steve had to turn away to hide his smile from the cowering servant. 


After the man had fled, Nicko flung an arm around Steve's shoulders and grinned. "C'mon. This'll be fun. | bet 
you've never done this before, have you? No? Thought not. Right, first, we steam." 


Carried along by Nicko's chatter and boundless enthusiasm, Steve allowed himself to be led away to the baths. 


They piled their clothes neatly along a long bench. Nicko grabbed a handful of leafy branches and a bottle of 
oil, and grabbed Steve's wrist when he hung back. "C'mon. This'll be great, I'm tellin’ you, it's just the greatest 


thing you ever.. still chattering, he dragged the other man through a dark wooden door into an even darker, 


small room beyond. 

The room they entered was hot, and a sweat immediately began to plaster Steve's long, wavy hair to his head. 
Nicko explained the process even as he began to smooth oil across Steve's shoulders. 

"Don't flinch, idiot, I'll spill it." 


Oil and steam and sweat; scrape the nasty mixture off and jump into a cold pool. Then relax in a nice warm one 


followed by a massage, and if you're a real addict go back to the beginning and do it all again. 


"And you emerge at the other end smelling so nice all the girls want a taste. Honest," snorted Dave, leaning 
back against the wall with his eyes closed. All the men looked relaxed, especially Bruce; he lounged at the far 
end like a great cat, hair twisted into a neat rope over one shoulder, and Steve found himself watching a 
rivulet of sweat making its way from his hairline, down his temple, along the crease of his neck muscles to 
catch the dim light over the collarbone and finally wend its way down and vanish amongst the dark hair that 


covered his chest. 
Steve felt worried. Hunting desperately for something to say, he blurted the first thing that came to mind. 
"Bruce, if you've been getting so little help how come you're still doing this? Doesn't it make you want to -" 


"What?" replied the other man sharply, blinking his eyes open and flicking sweat from his eyelashes with the 


swiftness of the movement, "give up? Quit? Use my position to settle somewhere like this?” 

"Well..yes?" 

Hiss of indrawn breath from someone. Bad thing to say, clearly. 

‘Oh yeah, right" Bruce leaned forward, getting right into Steve's face. "And you? You'd give up on your wife so 
easily, would you? Your son? Your village? You'd just give them up because no-one else wants to help? Think 
they're right, and they don't matter because they're just one woman, one child, one tiny village in the middle of 
nowhere?" 


Steve jumped to his feet, pushing Bruce away. "No! No, of course not." 


Undaunted, he stepped in again and he realised that he could smell him; sweat and oil and desperation and anger 


all rolled up into an insidious mixture that made his head spin. 


"That's what you're asking me to do, you realise? Only not just one wife, one child; | should have been 
responsible for my whole fucking /nbe, twenty families! Twenty! Twenty wives, nearly fifty children - how the 
fuck do you think that makes me feel? | ran away from them to get help, help that didn't fucking exist and / 


will not do it again" 

Bruce was gripping his shoulders now, fingers digging in hard enough to make the bones of his shoulders creak. 
"Never again. It would have been better if I'd died with them..." 

He slammed out of the steam room, a fury of oil and sweat, and Nicko hurried after him. 

"Nice one Steve," sighed Janick, and Steve sagged down onto the bench, numb. 

He hadn't realised. He hadn't thought: He'd never - 

He wondered if Bruce would ever speak to him again, and put his head in his hands. 


"Oh, fuck," he sighed, and was met only with wordless agreement from the others. 


Six 

So you've made an absolutely horrific mistake. Open mouth, change feet Now what? 

Several options present themselves, of course; grovel, apologise until your teeth hurt and your throat closes with 
the pain of it all Pretend it never happened. Get angry, as though you intended to say the awful thing in the first 
place and your friend's reaction is the unreasonable one.. 

What do you do? 

How do you make it right again? 


Can you make it right? 


Or will the world never be the same again? 


The door opened again, and through the cool breeze swirling the steam came Nicko's cheerful voice, seemingly 
unaffected by the awkward silence. 


"Right you lot, out. Come on, come on, time to get nice and clean..no, he's staying..no, you can't stay. Out. Come 
on lads, scrapie scrapie, you've sweated quite long enough..any more and your skin'll peel right off..yes, you are 


that di rty." 


The door banged shut, closing on the big mar's rambunctious shepherding of the others. Steve kept his head 


down, allowing his hair to cover his face. 


Another body sat down beside him, and through the wavy curtain of his hair he saw a thigh next to his own, 
dark hair plastered against the skin. 


Bruce. 
‘lm sorry.” 
He didn't know what to say, so he said nothing, and didn't move. 


The door opened a crack, and Nicko's voice could be heard once more. "No, not even a peek. Get out of there. | 


said no, get back here -" 


A yelp, and Steve dreaded to think by what part of the anatomy the peeper had been dragged back by. 


Knowing Nicko, he daren't ask 


"You just..hit a nerve, | guess. | keep forgetting you haven't been around us long; you fit so well | feel like I've 


- that is, we have - known you forever." 

Another pause, and when Bruce spoke again his voice sounded strained and close to tears. 

"Please. l'm sorry; forgive me. | speak without thinking, sometimes." 

Steve sat up, finally; turned to Bruce and managed a wan smile. 

"You want some more of that oil on you?" Apology accepted, but unspoken. Bruce understood. 

He nodded, passed the small bottle across to Steve and turned his back. Pouring a small amount into his palm, 
Steve warmed it slightly and began to work the slippery, sweet scented stuff across his friend's muscular 
shoulders. 

"I didn't think. I'm sorry too..." 

He moved his hands further down, pressing the oil into the muscular outline of the back before him. 
Concentrating on the movement, the sliding pattern of light and dark his hands made against the paler skin; 
Bruce sighed, and Steve suddenly realised that he'd leaned forward, almost making contact as his hands slid 
over the shoulders, down the hard arms and back up again. 

Warm hands covered his own, and both men stilled, hardly breathing; very carefully, Bruce moved Steve's hand 
out, poured a little more oil into the palm, smoothed it over his chest. Steve leaned in a little closer, laid his 
head on the other man's shoulder and closed his eyes, carefully exploring the textures underneath his hands 
whilst being painfully aware of the sensations against his skin 

Heat, sliding friction, sweat..desire.. 

His hands slid lower, feeling the muscles of Bruce's stomach jump as he massaged them slowly, hearing the 


indrawn breath and fighting hard to control his own breathing in return. He'd heard stories, but no one had 
ever told him it could feel like this. 


Bruce let out a long breath, pressing himself slightly back; Steve wondered if he could feel his heart beating. It 
was thumping fit to jump right out of his chest, making him tremble slightly with - fear? Anticipation? - so 
before he could second guess himself any more he just turned his head slightly and kissed him, just below the 
ear, then held his breath for fear of the reaction 


Bruce practically spun in his arms until they were facing each other, and pressed in to kiss him back, hard. 


Conscious thought on hold, Steve leaned in to the kiss; Bruce's tongue slipped between his lips and gently teased 


his own, tasting and playing, encouraging him to lean in even harder. Steve pulled Bruce closer to him until their 
bodies were practically glued together; he was almost amused to discover that the man he'd so nearly been 
afraid of was actually an inch or two shorter than he. Possibly even more than that, but with the way their 


bodies were moulded together it was hard to tell. 


He seemed ten feet tall at times, all fire and fury, terrifying when he was angry and so rarely allowing anyone 


to see through the hard shell he'd pulled over himself. 
Something began to demand attention at the back of Steve's mind; the low moaning noises Bruce was making 
into his mouth as they swayed together, hands sliding, exploring, caressing all but drowned it out but still..it 


remained. 


A sense of wrongness, somehow. Yes, he wanted this - wanted it badly - but a sad face lurked at the back of 
his mind; gentle, mousy haired, blue eyed.. 


And dead. Hacked to pieces, probably raped brutally - 

A sudden rush of guilt swept Steve backwards, and he felt as though cold water had been poured over him. 
How could he be doing this? His wife and child didn't even have a proper grave, for fuck's sake! And here he 
was, wanting this man more than he'd ever wanted anything in his life. 

Bruce frowned, gripping Steve's arms. The taller man had suddenly gone an ashen shade of grey, and appeared 
to be having trouble breathing; the air seemed to tangle in his throat, and his lips began to turn blue as he 
fell away from Bruce and began to make choked, mewling noises 

"Steve - ? Shit, Nicko! Somebody? NICKO! Somebody help!" 

Bruce stepped forward, trying to hold Steve's arms but failing. He reared back, still making the distressed 
noises and rolling his eyes in his head. Bruce continued to shout until the door burst open once more and Nicko 
was there, closing the gap in three long strides and practically throwing Bruce back out of the door. 


He tried to return, and Nicko turned on him angrily. "Out" he barked. 


Without waiting to see if the order had been obeyed, he softened his voice and crouched next to Steve who 


was hunched on the floor and moaning, shivering and panting. 
"Easy mate. What is it? Come on, you can tell me..." 

"We were - were - it felt so -" 

"Ah, like that, was it? You alright?" 


"No, just - yes, but - he didn't -" 


Steve's words were being panted from between gritted teeth, and he was blowing like a hard run horse. Nicko 
took Steve's ashen face in his big hands, smoothing his thumbs over his cheekbones and talking to him in a low, 


calm voice. 
"Come on, lad. Calm down, now; deep breaths, that's it. Now come on, sit up here, talk to me." 


Steve let himself be manoeuvred back onto the bench seat and leaned against the wall, breathing slowly 
returning to normal as the dreadful memories - almost visions - subsided. He explained how he and Bruce had 


been - had been - 


"Fooling around?" 


He nodded, blushing. And the spike of desire had reminded him of another time..and the recollections of his wife 


had led to the horrible memories. 
"And you felt guilty?" 
Steve just looked at the soldier, mutely miserable. 


"Look, it's only been just over a week. Your whole life has been turned upside down, you've fallen in with us, 


and before right now this minute you've never been attracted to another man. So you're a bit confused, am | 


right?" 
Steve snorted. "Yeah, kind of" 


"Kind of" Nicko gave a bark of laughter. "Look, it's quite normal to feel like that. And don't worry about the 
bloke thing; you're both hurting," and the voice dropped down to a soft croon once more, "so why shouldn't you 


comfort each other?" 
"Because..it's a sin" 


"Bah. What's been done to you is a sin - remember that before you go running to one of these newfangled 


bloody priests. Now. Are you ready to move on to the next bit?" 


Steve blinked, then remembered where they were. The question had seemed more..portentous, somehow. He 


nodded, and Nicko took his hand and led him, unprotesting, out the other door. 


Bruce was standing nose to nose with Adrian, who had been blocking his way back into the steam room by the 
simple method of standing in front of it with his arms folded. Dave was providing an admirable distraction by 
using the provided strigil - a curved, blunt bladed knife with which the mixture of sweat, dirt and oil were 
scraped off - to clean Bruce up. He was torn between giving in to Dave's ministrations, punching Adrian or 
fretting about Steve, so when the object of his worry emerged behind Nicko his face broke into a relieved 


smile. Nicko held up his hand to forestall the shorter man's rush in to check that Steve was alright. 
"Cold plunge - that way. We'll join you in the warm pool. Right?" 

pka 

"Out: 


They went, and an unresisting Steve let Nicko turn him around and get to work with another strigil. He had to 
admit, it did feel good..and when he was finished he felt as though his skin was so clean it should be glowing. He 
let out a long sigh and directed a sweet, shy smile at Nicko, who laughed and dragged him through yet another 


door. 
This room was cooler, and Steve eyed the large pool curiously. It certainly looked cold. 


"In you go," laughed Nicko, and Steve found himself suddenly flying. The push projected him some distance out 
over the surface before he hit it, and the shock of cold stole his breath so completely he couldn't even yell 
when he bobbed back to the surface. He stumbled to his feet, shivering and gasping. 


"Beloooooo00w," yelled Nicko, taking a flying leap into the freezing water, surfacing a moment later with a wild 


whoop. "Whoo-H00! That quite lifts the ol' goolies, don't it?" 


Steve had to laugh, aware that the big man was clowning purely for his benefit; he reached out a hand and 
gripped Nicko's, pulling him in for a quick hug. Nicko hissed gently through his teeth and held him tight for a 


moment. 
"Alright, enough of that. Come on, the next bit's far nicer... 


The next room was tiled in blues and greens, and a steam hung gently over the surface of the large bath; the 
rest of the men looked up and grinned when the pair joined them. 


"Cool that end, hot this end, pick a spot and soak. Oh, and the stuff in the brass bowls is for your hair...” 
drawled Janick, never opening his eyes. He was sprawled about halfway along, long legs stretched out below the 
water and quite as relaxed as Steve had ever seen him. Picking his way gingerly into the cool end - which still 
seemed hot compared to the last one - Steve noticed the profusion of scars on Janick's chest and shoulders, 


some only just healed by their livid, purplish appearance. 
Come to that.. 


All of them except for Steve himself were impressively scarred in one way or another. Adrian noticed him 


looking and chuckled. 


"Aye, we're all well marked. You will be too if you stick around long enough..." 


"Provided 'e lives that long," muttered Dave, shooting Steve a wicked wink to take the sting from his words. 


"Oh, what a bunch of cheerful souls," grinned Nicko happily, lifting his voice to boom from the tiled walls, "oh, 
happy creatures.” 


Bruce rolled his eyes. "Jesus, you can't take him anywhere. Not twice, anyway." 
"Yeah, you can," smiled Janick, "but the second time is to apologise." 


The men chuckled, and with a combination of warm water and Nicko's clowning they were very soon borelessly 
relaxed; the attendants bowed and called them for a massage, shepherding them gently to separate cubicles 


before wrapping them in warm woollen blankets and leading them back to their rooms. 


To Steve's considerable surprise, his own clothing was nowhere to be seen; a suit of the finest attire he'd ever 
clapped eyes on was laid on the bed. Picking it up, he ran the material through his fingers and smiled gently, 
his lady would have loved this stuff. He'd always promised her finery, one day.. 


He took a deep breath and stared hard at the wall for a moment, until the urge to start screaming again had 


worn off. 


Yes, she would.but she would also have wanted him to enjoy whatever life he had left. So he would wear the 
suit of fine clothes, and he would somehow manage the dinner, and the closeness to Bruce..and he would do it 
for her. He nodded decisively to himself, sniffed hard, and began to look more closely at what he was obviously 


supposed to wear. 


He was just trying to work out what bit went where when the fussy little man who'd shown him to his room 
earlier showed up again, and told him he needed to dress quickly. 


"Er," said Steve again. 


To his surprise, the man actually turned out to be very helpful; obviously the fright Nicko had given him 
earlier had knocked the pomposity out of him for the moment, and within a shorter time than he would have 
considered possible Steve was being ushered out to meet the others, attired in finer clothes than he'd ever 
seen - let alone worn. The little man had also spent some time on his hair, and it now hung almost to his waist 
in a shining mane of glossy auburn waves. He hadn't even realised that it was even that long, or that it was 
possible for it to feel so soft. Still wondering about his hair he was shown to the antechamber where he was 
to meet his friends; in the mass of other people waiting he felt terribly alone, out of his depth, and searched 
frantically with his eyes for any sight of them. 


The magnificence of the others took his breath away when he did see them; the first to catch his eye - 
naturally - was Nicko, a fine grey silk cloak slung crosswise across his shoulders, blonde hair shining in the 


torchlight and matching the large amber and silver pin fastening cloak and tunic. Loose trousers that seemed 


almost to shimmer as he moved along with a soft pair of half boots completed the picture; he was even, 


Steve noted with surprise, wearing bracelets of silver that chimed softly as he moved. 
"Steve!" 


He spun, spotting that it had been Adrian who had called out to him cheerfully as he and Dave approached 
from one side of the corridor. Forest green cloaks and darker green tunics, russet trousers and sandals; Dave 
had a fine torc around his throat and a matching one at his upper arm, whereas Adrian appeared to have 
simply confined himself to a belt of silver links and an elegantly formed brooch to hold the cloak. 


"Bloody hell," snorted Janick, spotting the three of them but addressing Steve with a wink. "And don't you clean 


up nice, then?" 


He was wearing what Steve assumed to be some sort of ceremonial Saxon garb; the leather jerkin and wrist 
bracers made him look faintly barbaric, but when he looked more closely he could see that they were both 
beautifully etched with dragons and serpents, sinuous designs adorned with subtle colours and appearing almost 
to move when he caught the light. The man was, thought Steve rather numbly, a walking piece of art. 


"This is nothing, mate," grinned Dave, "you wait ‘til you see Bruce. We look like barnyard hens next to that 


peacock...” 
Steve shook his head in astonishment. He couldn't imagine being any more surprised than he already was. 


"| certainly feel like a peacock," he muttered, fiddling with the edge of his wine-coloured cloak. Janick snorted 


and grinned. 
"You look fine. That blue goes really well with the red; you'll be onto a winner with the girls tonight" 


"Ah..." Steve blushed, and the others were ribbing him gently over it when Dave nudged Nicko and nodded 
toward the doorway. Whoever had entered had caused quite a stir, many of the people between the little 
group and him paused to bow and whisper, and Steve wondered who on earth could cause such consternation in 


this fine crowd. 


Nicko, head and shoulders above them, whistled softly through his teeth even as his eyes widened with 
surprise. "Well now. Looks he's gone all out to impress tonight..heads up boys, we're gonna be on show like you 
wouldn't believe next to this one... 


Steve, grinning at the big man's surprise for he'd assumed that Nicko was startled by nothing, turned to try 
and see who it was had caused all the fuss. The crowd parted, and he met the man's calm, hazel eyes with a 


shock of recognition 


It was Bruce. 


Seven 


There are times in hife when your whole view of the world slps sideways. A paradigm shift, | believe it is called by 
people who study such things. Something you always thought was painfully obvious will turn out not to be; a fondly 
held belief will turn out to be wrong 


Or you will realise that the people you thought were your betters are, in fact, no such thing 
h a society such as ours - where class has always been all important - this can happen with distressing regularity. 


And sometimes, sometimes..if you're lucky..you can do something about it 


Bruce swept through the crowd, nodding at some but ignoring most, then came to a halt in front of his friends 
and inclined his head gracefully. 


The company bowed floridly in return, Steve not least of all; his grandfather had taught him how when he was 
avery small boy, and he could just about remember the trick of it. 


Bruce laughed delightedly. "You didn’t learn that on the farm, my friend; or did you?" 
Steve winked, and Bruce pulled him into a rough hug. 
"Are you alright?" he murmured into his ear. 


"Aye," Steve whispered in return, before releasing him and stepping back. He felt decidedly uncomfortable 
around all these fine people; after all, he doubted that any of them had ever put in an honest day's work in 
their lives, and he had never done anything else. He curled his fingers into his palms to hide the calluses, and 


smiled rather shyly at his friends. 


The doors to the main hall swung open, and a great voiced servant called the throng in, stepping back to take 
his accustomed place beside Janick - comfortably at the rear away from all the attention - Steve was rather 
startled to feel Bruce's hand suddenly grip his wrist with a clasp of iron. Unwilling to make a fuss in front of 
all these people, he feigned calm and fell into step; by doing so he missed Nicko's raised eyebrows at Adrian, 


and Dave's sudden grin. 


Janick found himself beside Nicko, the last pair bringing up the rear. The Saxon shook his head with a wry 
smile, and Nicko winked; it was the first time that the big, bluff soldier hadn't been beside Bruce at an official 
function and he didn't seem to mind at all. Janick wasn't surprised. Nicko had become increasingly worried about 


the tightly wound nobleman, even though he was no more than a few years older he appeared to have almost 


a fatherly concern about Bruce and had been pushing him gently to form an association with someone - 
anyone, man, woman, horse, hound or hawk - that might bring him some relief from the tension of the grief 


and the guilt he felt over the massacre of his tribe. 


| hope he can cope," muttered Janick, nodding soberly at a few faces he recognised even as he thought aloud. 
Nicko's voice in his ear as they moved to take their seats startled him. 


"Relax. | reckon we'll find that pair are goin’ to be quite the force to be reckoned with." 


The six were ushered to a table directly below the top table itself, reserved for the chief of the tribe and his 
most valued thanes; Steve was surprised to note that only three places were set, and commented as much to 


Bruce even as they were all shown to where they would be seated. 


"You'll see,” was his friend's only rather grim comment, and he decided that he had - yet again - strayed into 
contentious territory. He gave Nicko a helpless look, and the big man grinned and patted him on the shoulder. 


"Don't worry about it. What with Bruce on one side and me on the other -" 


"You'll find yourself hip deep in trouble in no time," finished Dave cheerfully as he, Adrian and Janick lined up on 
the opposite side of the long table. 


Adrian rolled his eyes. "Just ignore him. He seems to think he's funny...” 


Conversation ceased as the chief of the Atrebates, Epaticcus, was heralded in with a great fanfare of 
trumpets and a flurry of bows from lackeys and guests. The small company smoothed their features, 


schooling their expressions to reveal nothing; swallowing his apprehension their newest member did the same, 


wondering - not for the first time - what the hell he'd got himself into. 


Steve, deciding to take his cues from Bruce, did nothing in the way of bowing and scraping; his companion 
simply lounged back in his chair and flicked an imaginary speck of dust from his sleeve. Astonished at such 
apparently rude behaviour, Steve slid his gaze across to Janick and Nicko. 


Both men nodded slightly. Must be acceptable behaviour, then. 


The rotund chief, accompanied by a pair of young men of slender build and pretty, pouty faces, waddled over 
to the head of the table and greeted Bruce roughly. Apparently there was little love lost between the two men. 


"Well well well. So you've brought your little wolf pack into our midst then, cousin?" 


So Janick had been right; they were indeed related. Steve counselled himself to patience and silence; he disliked 
rudeness intensely, and not only was the fat little chief being very dismissive of a man he liked and respected, 
but the pouting youths were wearing definite sneers. Appalling..so he would sit and listen, observe and learn 


Perhaps there was a reason for such impolite behaviour. 


"Following the raiders that you, cousin, are doing little to repel." 


The young men assumed a superior expression even as their - patron? Father? - shook his head with a snort 


and fidgeted in his vast, velvet-cushioned chair. 


"Raiders again. You have developed an obsession, and do no good causing a fuss and panicking the farmers with 


these unfounded rumours of yours." 


Steve observed Janick's jaw muscles tighten at the comment even as his heart sank. This was the attitude of 
their betters? He'd always been told - taught since he was a small boy - that their leaders had their best 
interests at heart, that they were there to protect them from any that might wish them harm..it was why 
the villagers willingly tithed to their lord. 


Wasn't it? 


"Not rumours," replied Bruce calmly, hooding his eyes and flicking his fall of straight, softly gleaming hair back 
over his shoulder as the first course was served, "fact. Cold hard fact. The Northmen, the Saxons, even our 
cousins from the previously occupied territories of Gaul and Germany are casting covetous eyes toward Albion 


since our Roman masters abandoned us." 
"Nonsense," snorted Epaticcus, and one of the young men tittered like a girl 


"They weren't our masters" added the other young man, pouting and fluttering his eyelashes at Bruce. Steve 
felt slightly sick. "We were a part of the Empire, a valuable part” 


Nicko snorted loudly, then coughed and covered his mouth. "Scuse me," he grinned past a mouthful of food. 
"Differing points of view, perhaps," replied Bruce smoothly. 


‘It's no more than a few scoundrels thieving in the night," said Epaticcus dismissively, "there is no evidence of 


any organised -" 


Steve took a deep breath, outraged; he could feel the scarlet anger and the sizzling yellow threads of hysteria 
and fury rising within him once more. This fat little man, dripping with jewels and safe within his stout, 
stockaded town, with his soft skinned boys and hordes of sycophants sat at a fine table and dismissed with a 
wave of his pudgy hand what had happened to him? To Bruce? To them all? 


Fuck that 


He suddenly realised that his hands, resting on his thighs beneath the table, were clasped into fists; Bruce had 
grabbed one of them and held it tightly, painfully so, even as Nicko laid one apparently comradely hand on his 
shoulder and began to point out the virtues of the various wines before them. 


His shoulder bones were beginning to creak, and between the two men he couldn't have moved if his life 
depended on it. Lucky, really; if he had opened his mouth he would have simply yelled wordlessly at the lump 
still yammering worthlessly at Bruce before hurdling the tables and strangling both the misguided noble and 
the two soft, painted boys that simpered so prettily for him. 


He relaxed his hands with an effort of will, allowing Bruce to grip his fingers with a relieved little shake. 
"Good man," murmured Nicko. 


Adrian and Dave appeared to be ignoring the conversation, but a sympathetic glance told Steve all he needed to 


know; they too had been in this position, and didn't like the attitude any more than he did. Janick just looked sad. 
Possibly it was that that moved him. 


"You underestimate your farmers," Steve said in a clear voice, bringing the babbling to a halt around them and 
attracting Epaticcus' attention. Bruce suddenly laced his fingers through Steve's, a wordless gesture of 


support, perhaps? Or maybe a warning. 
"Oh really? And who would you be? Peasant? Freeman or thrall? Slave or maybe Bruce's latest bed warmer?" 


The blonder of the two young men at Epaticcus' side snickered at the darker one's sharp words. Steve didn't 
bother to look at them, but flung his words directly at the chief of the Atrebates. 


The fingers holding his own were a gesture of support, if Bruce's next words were anything to go by. 


"You would do well to listen to him, cousin," said Bruce lazily, "his entire village was recently razed by these... 


scoundrels" 


"Razed, eh?" asked Epaticcus, turning red rimmed bloodshot eyes to Steve, rather dismissively, "so tell me. How 


did you survive?" 


Steve inclined his head gracefully. "My lord, they hit me and left me for dead. Were it not for Nicko and Bruce 
| would have died without ever awaking. As it is | lived.to bring word to those who have not witnessed the 
destruction for themselves. And your subjects, the farmers and serfs, thralls and slaves..they will give their 
lives willingly to protect what is theirs - which is to say, yours. And never underestimate the damage a 
pitchfork can do when wielded by a man who has handled it since he first learned to walk." 


The noble grunted, apparently surprised to hear such a calm, polite reply. So were his companions, if the looks 
he was receiving from Bruce, Nicko, Janick, Adrian and Dave were anything to go by. There, thought Steve 
triumphantly, not just a farmer. That fat parody of a leader is listening to me..to me. Not Bruce. Not Nicko. Me. 


| can talk to the great and the mighty with the best of them. 


Even if | don't believe in them anymore. 


Eight 


When you lose someone you love there is a hole in your heart that never stops bleeding And you never, ever get 


over it. Ever. It always hurts, and there's always a gap in your existence shaped exactly like whoever is missing 


But you can learn to live with it. The pain becomes a part of you, and you learn to drown it out; or you leam fo 
use it, harvest it and harness it, use it fo drive you on when it seems that going forward is not only difficult, but 
impossible. 


| think what Im trying to say is that you take your comfort where you can, but it doesn't make the slightest bit 
of difference to the original pain 


It doesnt go away. 


Ever. 


Steve strolled back to his room, escorted by a rather stunning red headed lady who had taken his arm, 
offered to steer him through the warren of corridors to his room, and wouldn't take no for an answer. She 
appeared to think that a long conversation had effectively branded him as hers for the night; he'd always 
assumed it was the men that picked the women at parties like these but..apparently not. 


He didn't mind. He'd eaten a ridiculously good meal, softened the chief of the Atrebates - Epaticcus himself, 
bigods! - toward their mission to the point where Nicko and Bruce had taken over the talking, throwing details 
in to the fat old man until even his boys had been quaking in their silken slippers. Then the hard faced Captain 


of Epaticcus' small army had been summoned, and Steve had been quite content to fade into the background. 


It had been..an interesting night. And he had suddenly felt an urge for peace and quiet, for his bed where he 
could lie on his back and just think.about the bizarre direction his life appeared to have taken since that pre- 
dawn awakening so very long ago. Well, it felt like a lifetime; barely ten days had passed since his life had gone 


up in smoke and he'd become a rootless wanderer. 

Rootless wanderer. He smiled vaguely; had a nice ring to it. 

Possibly the amount of wine he'd consumed had something to do with his relatively fine mood? Possibly, 
possibly. He certainly seemed to remember going through rather a lot of it; it had certainly flowed freely 


enough, especially when the dancing girls had been called in and the party started to get really wild. 


Dave and Adrian had become entranced by a rather flexible pair of twins who claimed to be Egyptian, looked 


more like wild picts from north of Hadrian's great wall to Steve but hey, the lads were happy and the girls 
were willing so who cared, really? The last he'd seen of Janick was a when a rather buxom maid - all blond 
braids and fluttering eyelashes over sparkling eyes the colour of cornflowers - had seized his hand and 


dragged him away, determined to find out if what she'd heard about Saxons were true. 


Pausing outside Janick's door, Steve and the redhead listened intently for a moment; from the groaning and 


panting that could be heard the blonde maid was obviously fairly happy with whatever it was she'd found. 


Nicko had also vanished sometime earlier, as soon as the serious talking was over. He'd taken a thane's widow 
on to the dancefloor, professing that he knew all the latest dances from Londinium, and the pair had indeed cut 
quite a path through the dancing throng; from the widow's blushes heaven only knew what the wicked old 
soldier had been suggesting. Still, his normal grin had been plastered on so wide by the time he offered to 
escort her home it was a wonder his head didn't fall off; he'd told Steve with a wink that he liked older women, 


especially widows. Less of a reputation to protect, and ever so grateful, on the whole. 


Steve had laughed and watched his friend practically dragged away by the plump little woman; she was 
obviously pretty keen to find a little privacy, and Steve silently wished him well even as he weaved to a halt 


outside the door to his own quarters. 
"These yours, then?" asked the young woman under his arr. 


"Yeah," he smiled, taking the time to look at his companion properly. She was pretty, he supposed, in a rounded 
sort of way that promised heaviness after a child or two; obviously rich, from the elegantly braided hairstyle 
and the look of the jewellery she was wearing about wrists, throat and arms. 


And..not his type. At all. 


He'd only struck up a conversation with her because she'd been interested enough to badger Nicko - whom 

she had apparently met on a former visit - to introduce them, as Bruce appeared to be assiduously avoiding 
him he'd given in and spent the latter part of the evening allowing himself to be charmed by her. And for a 
little while it had worked, he'd relaxed enough to enjoy himself, sit back and watch the party swirl and surge 


around him while he picked at trays of sweetmeats and drank..too much wine. 


He disentangled himself gently from her and gave her a gentle peck on the cheek. She pouted at him, 
understanding the meaning of the gesture without a word having been said. 


"Goodnight," he said, quietly. She sighed, looking annoyed; Steve laughed at her, not unkindly, and suggested she 
try Janick's room; he suspected the blonde - who had stopped yelling now - may well be finished, but perhaps 
she might like to see if the Saxon stamina really was as legendary as it was supposed to be.. 


The young woman looked much cheered, and set off down the corridor with a determined set to her shoulders. 


Still chuckling, Steve opened his door and slipped quietly into his room. The lamps were lit, the servant must 


have been in, and the rich wall hangings shimmered softly in the quiet glow of the small oil lamps set in their 


riches and hanging from silvered chains. 


"Wondered when you'd get in," said a voice from the corner of the room, and Steve spun rather unsteadily To 
see a dark figure sprawled in the tall backed chair in the shadows, indistinct behind the glow of the lamps. The 
voice, however..that he would recognise at the bottom of a hole with his eyes put out, let alone covered. He 


heard it in his sleep; it soothed his nightmares and sent him off to a far more peaceful rest. 
Bruce. 


He let out the breath he hadn't been aware that he was holding, and sagged down onto the rich, canopied bed 
before putting his head in his hands. 


"Fuck's sake, Bruce. Give a bloke some warning, why don't you?" 
Silence from the corner, just the clink of a bottle. 


Steve looked up; Bruce hadn't apparently moved, but he did catch the hint of movement as he took a long drink 
from the rather stumpy glass beaker. 


"Why are you here?" he asked eventually. He was going to have to get this damn tunic off, fine as the material 
was it was beginning to chafe at his neck. He fiddled with the clasp and the ties as he waited for Bruce to 
answer, and eventually became so engrossed that when Bruce's voice came from much, much closer he 


jumped. 
"Here, let me. Sit still, idiot; there. Done." 


Steve pulled the tunic over his head and threw it in an untidy heap in the corner, kicked his boots off and 
stretched out on the bed, scratching at his chest. That felt better. It never occurred to him that it might be 
strange, he half naked on his bed in the dim lamplight with Bruce perched beside him, watching him with a 


strange, haunted expression on his face. It all seemed perfectly..logical. 

Too much wine. 

"No woman, eh?" asked Bruce, reaching for a tone of amusement but failing. Steve grinned up at the canopy. 
"Nah. There was this redhead..but nah. It would be like -" 

His throat closed, and he swallowed hard. Too much like cheating was what he was going to say, but that just 
caused a surge of memories to rise up and catch him right where he wasn't expecting it. He opened his eyes 


and stared at the canopy again, expression haunted for a moment until he made an effort to relax, and cleared 


it. 


"I can't," he continued quietly, "I know Janick can, but not me. But then, | guess he's already done for the 


bastards that did for his wife, hasn't he?" 
Bruce hissed through his teeth. "Don't let him hear you say that. But yeah, | suppose that's why he can." 


Steve heaved a huge, gusty sigh and closed his eyes again. "You never told me why you came. | kind of thought 


you were avoiding me..figured you were mad that | opened my mouth." And stole your thunder.. 

"How little you know me," muttered Bruce, shifting a little closer. "| was surprised, yeah; but if it gets results... 
fuck, you think I've tried so hard for these three years that I'm going to throw a tantrum the first time we 
make some progress?" 


Steve smiled slyly, peering out beneath his lashes at Bruce. "Spoiled little rich boy like you?" 


Bruce reared back, eyes wide; genuinely hurt. He jumped off the bed, rose to his feet and turned away; three 
strides had him to the door and had his hand on the knob, about to walk away and..and.. 


"Shit! Bruce, stop. l'm sorry. I'm also a little drunk..." 

He didn't turn. "Too much wine?" 

"And finer than I'm used to. Please." 

Bruce didn't move, caught between the unintentional hurt and the previous question Why was he here? Why 
did he feel that this man held the key to controlling the hurt that controlled his life, ruled his dreams, dictated 
everything he did? A farmer. Not a noble. Not a thane..he didn't even know if Steve was a freeman or a slave; 
so he'd had a family. So what? Even slaves were fond of their mates, presumably.. 

"Bruce." 

He turned, watching Steve through shadowed eyes. He got up, crossed the floor; Bruce felt the tension that 
had been creeping up his spine all right reach his brain - finally - and blurted the first thought that came 
into his mind through gritted teeth. 

"Are you freeman or slave?" 

Now it was Steve's turn to step back, as shocked as if he'd been slapped in the face. Bruce's heart sank as he 
saw a coldness take hold of Steve's features, an icy determination he'd seen earlier this evening when he'd 
been driven to lucid ferocity by the rudeness of the chief. 

"Is that what's been bothering you? That | might be speaking out of turn? Bothering my betters?" 


Bruce said nothing. 


"I thought better of you," growled Steve between his teeth, trying to hide the pain, Bruce and his mission had 
become his life, and now it was being thrown back at him? How the hell was he supposed to survive this? "But 
for your information | was born a freeman, as was my father before him; my grandsire fought with the last 
legion, and was made free for it. Third generation, | could even qualify for citizenship of Rome itself now - if 


our masters hadn't abandoned us to the Northmen, that is. What say you to that, noble born?" 
‘lm sorry." 


Bruce watched in misery as Steve just clasped his hands into fists and stood in the middle of the floor, tense 
muscles corded with strain and etched by the flickering lamplight, trembling spun gold with the pain of it all. 


"Why are you here?" 


And oh, the hurt of it in his voice; the shame of it, that it was he - who had taken advantage of the fine 
words to screw more out of old Epaticcus than he'd ever believed possible - who had brought such pain, such 


agony on one who had, surely, been hurt enough..as had he. 
As had they all. 


He dropped the handle of the door, stepped in to Steve, placed a palm on his chest. He felt the heart racing, 
the tremble in the muscle and the sheer life beneath the surface, took a deep breath, and tried to make it 
right again. 


"You have a great heart," he said quietly, and slowly, hesitantly took Steve's hand and placed it over the spot 
where his own heart was knocking on his ribs fit to break them to powder from the inside, "as have |. | 


thought.. hoped..." 


He ran out of words, and simply stared miserably at his friend. He felt the heart beneath his palm slow a 


little, hitch and stutter with the deep breath Steve took, then settle into a steady rhythm once more. 

He found himself regarded solemnly, Steve's eyes boring into him as though he could see right into Bruce's 
thoughts, pin the emotions to the back of his skull with those dark, dark eyes, feel every nuance with the soul 
hidden within that gaze. That soul as dark as his own, in many ways. The soul he had prayed might understand 
his pain.that they both might find a measure of peace. 


"You hoped. Hoped for what?" The question was harsh, but the voice was soft, soft as a gull's feather against 
his cheek. 


Gently, now. One unconsidered word, badly turned phrase... 


"Peace." 


"Ah." 


Still with a palm on each other's heart they stepped in closer, close enough that Bruce had to tilt his head 
slightly to look up into Steve's eyes, close enough to feel each other's body heat, feel the other's life so close 
to their own. 


"The peace of understanding?" 


Bruce closed his eyes, letting his other senses do all the work. With sight denied they were sharper, more 
attentive; he felt that if he were never to see this man again until he died in dribbling dotage he would know 
him again in an instant, just from the sound of his breathing. 


"Yes." 
"As..as Adrian and Dave understand each other?" 


Bruce tried to slow his heart; it fluttered like a lark in the fowler's net, panicked and struggling to escape. He 
was afraid of what he would see should he open his eyes, so he kept them closed and sent up a prayer to 
whatever deity might be listening that the steady rumble of the heart under the heel of his hand meant that 


Steve wasn't about to throw him out.. 
"Yes," he whispered, the word no more than a shiver of air over his lips. 


The lips that touched his own were soft, the stubble of the cheek that caressingly stroked along his own was 
harsh; such a contrast of textures, of tones to this man! Heat and cold..darkness and light..suffering and 


comfort... 


He only opened his eyes when Steve leaned back a little and took both of his trembling hands in his own. The 
expression that met his was troubled, but not, apparently, about whether they should be doing this; more that 


inexperience and too much wine might spoil what they were both tentatively reaching toward, 
"I have..never done this before." 
"You were doing just fine in the baths," teased Bruce, somewhat tentatively. 


The reply was a shy smile that caught the breath in Bruce's throat, sweet and gentle, filled with humour and 
lighting up the other man's face until the emotions scrambling for attention in Bruce's heart became too much, 
and he just had to kiss him again. 


This was more like it, firmer, more sure, no more wobbly teasing but a definite statement of intent. They 
remained like that for several minutes, pressing against each other and feeling the evidence of their feelings 
rubbing hard against each other's thighs. Their hands explored, traced shapes and stroked nerve endings so 


that when they broke apart once more they were both breathing hard. Steve took Bruce's hands and looked 


down at their laced fingers before glancing up at him shyly, sloe dark eyes gleaming beneath fringing lashes. 
"Show me?" 


Bruce nodded, and led him to the canopied bed before shedding his own clothes and throwing them down to join 
Steve's in the untidy pile in the corner. Naked now, he gently laid the other man down and began to unfasten 
the fine trousers; Steve gasped slightly, bucking his hips under Bruce's firm touch and hissing through his 
teeth when ordered to be still. 


Disrobed at last, they took their time looking at each other, taking in with their eyes what they would be 


touching, tasting, feeling soon; the difference between casual nakedness and this was..breathtaking. 


"| never knew," murmured Steve, as Bruce leaned in and began to kiss his way along his collarbone, "I never 


knew..." 
"Hush..." 


There would be tears later, and talk; both men would examine their actions in the cold daylight, stare into the 
predawn darkness and fear the shattering of the fragile bubble of peace that they had found in each other. As 
violence had originally brought them together it would undoubtedly tear them from each other some time in 


the future; but for now... 


For now they had each other, and it was enough. 


Nine 


The morning after the night before. Wewe all been there, right? Mouth like the bottom of a cage containing a 
doubly incontinent ferret with halitosis..itHe man in the head with a pickaxe. Bastard 


And. 


Possibly a snoring shape that you dread will furn over, revealing a face that was appealing after several buckets of 
beer but that has somehow, using a faery magic known only to the almost terminally smashed, turned into a 


moose overnight. 
Yowch. Been there, done that, got the t-shirt, yes? 
But whats worse is expecting fo see said snoring lump and finding yourself alone. Man, does that suck. 


But being blokes we never talk about it We hug it fo ourselves, a secret pain that none can see; we don't discuss 
our feelings. Thats a chick thing 


And so we suffer in silence, slaves to our hormones to the very bitterest end 


Morning came too quickly, the hot, bright sunlight of a late summer dawn poking into the room and prodding 


none too gently at the eyelids of a somewhat hungover Steve. 


He muttered under his breath, the morning curse no more than a string of nonsense syllables uttered more to 
warn the sunshine of intent than to actually communicate anything coherent, too much wine, too many 
emotions..so now he had a headache. Point of fact, there were several areas that ached quite fiercely, some of 


which had never had reason to ache before and thus were complaining quite bitterly to the management. 


He turned over, very aware of the smell of the bed, the masculine scents amid the soft sheets where always 
before there had only been more feminine musk. Stretching a hand out, his fingertips skimmed the dip in the 


mattress, warm and comfortable - and, unaccountably, empty. 

That brought him awake with a start 

Blinking sandy sleep from his eyes he stared wide eyed at the other side of the bed Still empty. 

He flopped back on to the mattress, making the bedboards creak, and stared up unseeingly at the tapestried 
canopy. So was that it, then? A lot of fine words, sweet wrestling through the night and then loneliness come 


daybreak? Perhaps that was the way of things, in these elevated circles..he'd certainly heard of men doing it 


to women, but to each other? 


He'd thought - he'd actually thought - 


He rolled onto his side and squeezed his eyes shut. This was all too new, too fast, what might in other 
circumstances have been a melancholy ache tore through his chest like fire and left him gasping. So many 


different ways to hurt... 


"Morning Steve," said Bruce cheerfully, kicking the door open and strolling through carrying two large, steaming 
ceramic mugs, "you awake? After all that wine last night | thought -" 


He caught sight of the other man curled into a tight ball in the centre of the bed, sheets pulled up around his 
shoulders and trembling hard enough to set the bedcurtains shivering in sympathy. 


"Helll" he muttered, quickly dumping both mugs on to the table without spilling too much of their contents 
before practically hurdling the bed to take his distressed lover into his arms. He had a pretty good idea what 
Steve was so upset about; he'd debated hard and long with himself over the wisdom of sneaking out quietly to 
obtain a couple of pints of hangover cure but Steve had been sleeping so soundly..he hadn't had the heart to 


wake him. 


After all, they had been awake for the best part of the night exploring each others bodies, discovering what 
brought pleasure and what brought ecstasy.. 


"Steve? Steve..talk to me. l'm here. Did you think.2" 


His voice trailed off, as he stretched beside the other man; of course he'd thought that Bruce had just walked 
out on him. Barely any time at all had passed since his entire life had changed irrevocably and last night had 
been.well, it had been just one more strangeness to cope with. A positive one, he hoped, but only time would 
tell, and to think that you'd found someone to cling to in the darkness and then find that they'd evaporated 
with the dawn must be pretty horrendous. To put it mildly. 


Steve's shivers had slowed, now only coming in fits and starts instead of the concentrated, terrified hurt 
shaking that had gripped him so tightly when Bruce had returned. He continued to stroke Steve's hair, talking to 
him softly, reassuring him like a wild thing or an untried maid until the shape beside him began to uncurl, and 


a pair of dark, if rather red rimmed eyes regarded him solemnly. 

"Steve," breathed Bruce softly, relieved beyond measure that he'd finally garnered a response. 

"Bruce," he croaked in return, managing a rather watery smile. That was all he could manage right now, the 
relief that had flooded through him when he realised that he hadn't been abandoned had been profound enough 
to obliterate coherent thought for a while. 


"Better now?" 


Steve took a deep breath and pulled himself up into a sitting position, managing to turn the wan smile into a 


more genuine one; Bruce smiled back, and all thoughts of abandonment were forgotten. 


"Brought you something," said Bruce softly, leaning over Steve to retrieve the two mugs; Steve took advantage 
of the nearness of Bruce's shoulder to lean his face into it, inhaling the scent of the man and, incidentally, 


giving him a quick, affectionate nip. 
"Ouch. Ungrateful bastard." 
Steve chuckled. "So what is it then?" 


"Janick's hangover brew, it's got various plants in it but don't ask me what the hell they all are. | know which 
pouch he keeps it in so when | woke up | sneaked off, pinched some and found the kitchens..." 


"And brought it back." Steve took a sniff, frowned; it didn't smell too bad, but he doubted it would be terribly 
pleasant to drink. 


Exactly. It's a bit bitter, but get this down you and you'll feel like a new man by the time you've finished 


swearing about the taste. Down it all at once, though, or you'll never finish it" 
Steve laughed again, picked up the mug and the men clinked them together solemnly. 
"Brave man," snorted Bruce, and together they drank. 


It really was bitter, with a note of sourness to boot; the addition of honey did mask a certain amount of the 

taste but not nearly enough. Both men kept swallowing, although Steve avoided the last mouthful, the one with 
bits in the bottom of the mug; brave he may be, but a masochist he certainly was not. He lowered the mug, 
baring his teeth at the taste and listened to Bruce cursing the stuff until he had to punch him lightly on the 

shoulder to get him to stop. 


"Urrrrgh," muttered Bruce finally, glaring at the bottom of his own mug, "every time | drink this stuff | swear 


l'm never going to drink enough to need it again. Then | forget how it tastes..." 


Steve carefully put his mug down and flopped out on his back, wriggling the skin of his forehead and squinting; 
sure enough, the thumping headache was beginning to subside, and he was feeling far less queasy than before. 


Marvellous stuff, truly. 


Bruce stretched out beside him and laid his head on Steve's chest, sighing contentedly as Steve's hand crept up 
to stroke through his hair. He listened to the steady, strong beating of the heart under his ear; after 
everything they had been through he was almost surprised that it still sounded so whole, so healthy. 


He couldn't help it. The hangover brew was working, and here he was laid beside a warm body, a body, 
moreover, which still bore the marks and the scents of their passion the night before... 


His hand skimmed up over Steve's thigh, feeling the coarseness of hair against his palm; he moved it down 
again, relishing the way Steve shivered slightly under his touch. Not through fear, but desire, a little stroke 
sideways and the evidence of that desire nuzzled silky soft into his fingertips. He spent some time stroking 
Steve's hardness gently, keeping his head nestled on his chest and smiling as he heard the breath come faster, 
the heart speed up; he closed his hand firmly, and was rewarded by a gasp and another shudder. 


He took his time, squeezing up the shaft and then down again, rolling the sensitive hood back and forth over 
the head; Steve trembled and hissed through his teeth as Bruce took his time exploring the avenues of 
sensation he could create with maddeningly slow friction of palm and fingers on the ridged and veined surface 
of this very softest of skins. When he felt Steve arch his back and groan slightly between his teeth he slipped 
his hand lower, cupping the balls and feeling the skin over them tighten and shift at his touch; he rubbed his 


thumb in a careful circle over the firm eggs, and Steve opened his eyes and gasped again 
"Ah." 

Bruce grinned, never stopping the movement. "Good?" 

"Oh..ch yeah." 


Deciding to extend this slow, sweet torture Bruce turned his head, raised himself slightly and began to nuzzle 
into Steve's chest. Ignoring the faint moan of protest he began to nip and kiss at the edges of the hard 
muscles, rubbing his unshaven cheek into the dark chest hair until Steve was arching once more and 
practically begging; taking a nipple into his mouth and flicking it lightly with his tongue then nipping it sharply 
elicited exactly the response he'd been hoping for, an urgent cry followed by a long, wordless moan of mixed 


pleasure and pain 


He felt Steve's hands creep up, trying to touch him back or pull him closer, but carefully gathered both wrists 
into one of his hands and pinned them above Steve's head, taking advantage of the change in position to rub his 
body against Steve's like a cat until it all became too much to bear, and he gave in to the desire and kissed 


him. 


It was a long, slow kiss; tongues stroked and caressed, tasted and explored until both men were making little 
whimpering noises, rubbing against each other, feeling the wetness of precum and the heat and hardness of 
desire pressing urgently into flesh. Steve moved first; breaking the kiss he grinned impishly up at Bruce, then 
flipped them both over before the other man could object. 


| want you," he murmured in Bruce's ear, smiling against the side of his face as he felt Bruce's twitch of 
surprise and desire at the simple statement. Last night he had been led, shown, taught; he wanted to 
experience as much as he could in the short time that they would have the luxury of comfortable 
surroundings, and the feeling of Bruce squirming beneath him felt more intense than anything he could have 


imagined. 


"Then take me," gasped Bruce in reply, panting with the effort of not simply losing it right there. He saw 
Steve's eyes hunt, finally finding the little bottle of oil left beside the bed; rising up onto his knees between 
Bruce's muscular thighs he made a show of slowly oiling his cock, watching his lover with hot, dark eyes. Bruce 


moaned slightly, overcome; Steve was new at this? Damn... 


Carefully he lowered himself, positioned and pressed; Bruce grunted a little at the slightly clumsy approach but 
when Steve went to rear back, muttering "I'm sorry -" he grabbed him, pulled him down for a long, hot kiss 


filled with promise and wriggled himself back until Steve was fully sheathed within his tight heat. 


Both men closed their eyes, simply clinging to each other; it was almost overwhelming, this coupling in the 
morning sunshine beneath the rich tapestries, smells of sweat and oil and sex rising to mingle in the warmth 


of the summer morning. 


Steve began to move, hesitantly at first but with more confidence as his partner urged him on, clinging to him 
with his legs the better to feel the arch and drive of the powerful muscles in Steve's back, feeling the sweat 
slickened skin rubbing against him. 


When Steve gripped him with an oil coated hand, squeezed and rubbed matching his pace Bruce howled, arching 
his own back and shaking to the core as he came, splashing them both with his hot seed. Steve groaned bone 
deep, curling his spine until he was driven as deep as he could go, quivering as he pulsed within Bruce's body, 


coming harder than he'd ever come in his entire life. Sex had always been good with women, but this...this! 


They held their positions for a moment longer, then collapsed with a gasp and curled around each other like 
sleepy cats, sated and sighing. Steve licked at Bruce's face, cleaning traces of semen he found there, the taste 
wasn't bad, he found, and before he knew it he was nibbling and sucking at Bruce's body, cleaning every trace 
of his orgasm from him. Bruce lay back and received the attention gratefully, letting post orgasmic shivers 


tremble along his body leaving him relaxed and happy. 

There were no words; what was there to say? Neither knew how long they would have; by the very nature of 
their enterprise either one of them could be gone in an instant, snuffed out by the violence they sought. To 
acknowledge it would give the demon power, so they simply curled together and said nothing. 

Their gentle reverie was interrupted by a knocking at the door. 


"You decent?" bellowed Nicko's voice, and both men grinned. 


"No more than usual," laughed Bruce, and the door opened to admit Nicko's broad, good humoured face. He 


snorted and waved his hand in front of his face. 


"Bloody hell! It stinks in here..wouldn't take three guesses to work out what you two have been up to all night, 


would it?" 


Steve blushed, and Bruce pulled a mock fierce face at his friend. "Get to the point, Nicko." 


"Whose point? Looks like you've been -" 
"Nicko!" 


The big man barked with laughter. "Alright, alright, keep your 'air on. Come on down to the baths, right? 
Breakfast down there, and I've got summat to tell you boys.." 


Steve propped himself up on his elbows. "Oh yes?" 
"Yeah. So down at the baths, ten minutes. So no time for another shag, alright?" 


Bruce flung a pillow at the door, and Nicko departed amidst gales of laughter. Bruce and Steve looked at each 
other, then Bruce sighed and kissed him. 


"Come on. We'd better go." 

Nodding in agreement, Steve rose and fetched the tunic he'd worn the night before; it was long enough to 
preserve decency for the short walk down to the baths. He paused, watching Bruce; his heart was so full of 
words, but he didn't know how to say them - 


"What's up?" 


"Nothing," said Steve, and together they left the room. 


Ten 


We are all a product of our past. The sum of our experiences make up what the world sees of us today; but what 


went before still makes itself felt in the blood and the bone. 


However, there are times when blind chance takes a hand, and then you have to wonder if it is blind at all, or if 
chance is anything but.. 


Fate? Luck? Karma? 


You decide. 


Nicko, Adrian, Dave and Janick gave a cheer when Bruce and Steve joined them, shivering from the cold plunge. 
"Bollocks," grinned Bruce, picking a nice warm spot and relaxing. Steve just smiled, settled into the warm water 
and stretched out, relishing the feel of warm water around him; he could quite cheerfully doze off again, no 
trouble. 

"The widow Callauni seems quite taken with you, Steve," chuckled Nicko, watching his friend intently from 
drowsily half closed eyes, "wonders if you're related to someone she knew when she was small..an old soldier. 


He was called Steven, too..of the line of Harris. Apparently. She says you look like him." 


Steve sat up suddenly, splashing water around as he stared intently at Nicko. "He was my grandfather! | never 


knew he was here..." 

Bruce, Adrian and Dave were all blinking stupidly at Steve. 

"You are of the line of Harris?" asked Dave, incredulous. 

"Well..yeah. Why are you all so surprised?" 

Bruce chuckled and lay back in the water, good humour thoroughly restored. "The stories of him are endless. 
Your grandfather was a legend..a legend The Emperor himself asked that he come to Rome when the legions 
left, did you know that?" 

Steve's eyes widened. "No, | didn't. | know he was one of the last legionnaires; he used to tell me how he'd stood 
on the shore and watched them sail away." his voice trailed off uncertainly as he watched his friends grin and 


laugh, apparently at his expense. Annoyance began to follow uncertainty. 


Bruce half closed his eyes and began to recite something he had obviously learned by rote, a very long time 


ago. 


"And it came to pass that the men of Rome returned to Rome, leaving their people in the far north abandoned 
and bereft. They took all their mightiest warriors, that had kept us safe, all bar one; Steven of the line of 
Harris refused He was born in Albion, he said, and he would die here when the Morrigan's crow called him. He 
was rewarded with a little land, and a house; the departing Masters offered him palaces filled with gold and 
rare spices, estates staffed with a thousand slaves and rich with timber - but he turned it all down ‘I shall 
farm, he said, ‘and so shall my sons after me. And perhaps one day the line of Harris shall be great again...” 


"Bloody hell," said Steve, staggered. He'd known his granddad had been an important man in his youth; he'd seen 
the respect the others in the village had always given him. But this? 


He shook his head and settled back in the water, staring dully at the tiled walls while he tried to take it all in 


Servants brought bowls out, placed them around the pool within reach of the men; fruit and nuts, flagons of 
small beer, sweetmeats and spicy little pastries. Steve absently helped himself and chewed slowly, head still 


spinning. 
He was only half listening when Nicko began outlining the day's plan to Bruce. 


"Not only are we getting the usual supplies and maps and all the latest intelligence, but we're also getting half 
a squad of soldiers to back us up this time. Wagons, tents, the works..your little speech made all the 


difference, mate." 

"Me?" said Steve, startled out of his reverie. 

"And perhaps one day the line of Harris shall be great again." quoted Bruce softly. 
ww 


By the time they all assembled once more in the great hall, Steve was convinced he was dreaming. Had to be. 
His old clothes had apparently vanished forever, to be replaced by tough travelling clothes of a far finer 
weave; the leather jerkin was of the thickest bull's hide, the great cloak of closely woven, waterproof wool. The 
sheer quality meant that this little ensemble was probably worth at least as much as his old house had been, 
he fidgeted his feet in his new leather boots, listened to them creak, and felt totally confused. And it was 


about to get worse. 
A woman he recognised as Nicko's consort from the night before - the widow Callauni - was approaching 
followed by several servants, one of whom was leading a very, very fine horse. Stomach sinking, he edged 


slightly behind Bruce to the amusement of the rest of the group. 


"I think she's looking for you," grinned Adrian wolfishly. 


Nicko stepped forward and bowed to the woman, taking both of her hands in his and kissing the palms gently, 
never taking a very intense gaze from her the whole time. She blushed, and Steve exchanged a surprised look 
with Dave who simply rolled his eyes. 


"You wouldn't believe what an old charmer he can be when he's in the mood," his friend murmured back. 


She very gently disentangled herself from Nicko and raised her head, peering sharp eyed amongst them as she 
sought out the man she was after. Spotting him, she beckoned him over. 


"Steven of the line of Harris..| have a gift for you. Come on boy, no need to be shy." 
"Hardly a boy," murmured Nicko to her, with a raised eyebrow. 


"At my time of life, my friend," she replied with a wink, "you're all boys. Come on, come over here so | can see 


you better." 
"Your sight isn't that bad," Nicko protested again 
‘It can't be that great. She left the party with you..” 


"There is nothing wrong with my hearing, Bruce of the Catevellauri," she rapped back sharply, and Bruce 
laughed. 


Steve made his way to the front, and to his surprise the widow dropped him a swift curtsey. 


"Your grandfather came to this place after he had watched the legions leave our shores for good. He left his 
armour and horses here, saying that a farmer had no need of them, the only thing he took -" 


"Was his sword," said Steve softly, remembering the ancient weapon he had taken to try and fight the raiders 
with, a lifetime ago. 


"Yes," she answered, equally softly, "and | am more sorry than you know to hear what happened to it, and you. 


All of you," she added, including them all with a nod. 


Steve bowed to her, and she inclined her head before continuing. "I was very young when he left here, but | 
remember how flattered my father was to be asked to hold the armour in case..in case it was ever needed 


again" 


A servant came forward, proffering an armful of steel and leather to Steve; his friends helped him lift it, and 
he saw that it was a full set, helmet, lorica segmentata - the steel plated tunic that protected chest and 
upper arms - as well as protectors for legs and arms, steel gauntlets and a fine set of chain mail. Janick 
quietly took charge of it, taking it to be packed onto one of their mules; Steve, bemused, turned back to the 


widow. 


"Thank you," he said, somewhat lost for words. The widow smiled, and waved forward the other servant. 


"You entered Caer Celemnion on a pack mule; | understand that until Nicko spoke to you this morning you were 
not aware of what a disgrace that is?" 


"Hardly a disgrace, ma'am, considering the company" Steve smiled at the older woman, but she just made a 
huffing noise and waved his mild objection away. 


"Well, this animal belonged to my husband; he is fully trained in the arts of war but is a steady sort. He is my 
gift to you..along with his armour and suitable weaponry. Please," and here her voice softened slightly, "accept 

these gifts in good faith. And in the hopes that they go some way toward making up for the dreadful rudeness 
of our chieftain last night. Your grandfather meant a great deal to many people in these islands, and we would 

be remiss if we didn't give you all the help we possibly could” 

"He has a great heart, my lady," added Bruce softly, "worthy of the name. Of that you can be sure." 

"Aye," agreed Nicko. 


"| accept them," said Steve gravely, wondering if his world would ever stop spinning, "and | only pray | don't 


disgrace them." 


"You won't, lad," she said with an impish smile, "your companions will see to that. Before you leave in the 


morning, would you do me the honour of dining with me tonight - all of you?" 
"Aye, my lady," said Bruce, bowing to the widow and kissing her hand, "the honour will be ours." 
"Then, if you have no need of him, | shall cormmandeer your friend until this evening. Good day, gentlemen" 


Nicko, grinning wickedly, took the lady's hand and allowed himself to be practically towed away. Dave shook his 
head. 


"| don't care what she says about her age, that's some woman" 
"Nicko says," drawled Janick with a gleam in his eye, "that she makes up in experience what she lacks in youth." 


"Whatever the case," said Bruce, all business once more, "I think we should perhaps head to the practice 


ground and see what use our friend here can make of his new Toys, dont you?" 


Eleven 


Have you ever noticed that when you get what you've dreamed about, the reality is somehow never as satisfying 


as the anticpation? 


This leaves you with a couple of options. You can simply remain dissatisfied, and begin to hate that which you once 


loved, craved, or coveted 


Or you can move your sights onward, to higher and greater things..where once you desired the moon, now you wish 


fo hold the very stars themselves. 

Sometimes, though, it doesn't help. Whatever you do you are left with a faint, sick feeling that somehow youre 
missing something; have you really got that for which you wished, or have you somehow missed the point? 
Unfortunately, no-one can answer this question except you yourself.. 


„and we all know how hard it is to be truly honest with yourself. 


Don't we? 


Steve had to become accustomed to moving and fighting in the armour before there was any question of him 


getting on a horse. At first, it was anything but easy. 

"Stop laughing at me." 

Adrian rolled over, still clutching his midriff and hooting at the sight of his friend rather clumsily attempting 
to stab a straw filled dummy swinging from the end of a rope. His attempts were beginning to draw quite a 
crowd, and although Adrian was the only one actually felled by his attack of hysteria there were a lot of more 


stifled snorts of amusement. 


Dave flicked a shower of dust into Adrian's face with his toe, then grinned when the laughter turned to 
coughing and swearing. Steve shot him a grateful look, and got a wink in return. 


"Look, killing a dummy isn't very helpful,” sighed Bruce, who had been watching silently from the sidelines. 
"Glad you noticed," snapped Steve. 
‘Our opponents are far more mobile. And | know you're not as clumsy as this.” 


"Give me a bloody break I've never done this in armour before, alright?" 


Bruce ignored him, selected a sword from the range leaned against the fence of the sand-floored practice ring, 
and hopped over to land lightly close to his friend The murmuring that had been growing around the ring fell 
silent; Bruce's skill with a sword was well known, and knowing looks were exchanged. He was going to kill his 


opponent, or at least beat the crap out of him - line of Harris or not. 
The murmuring rose once more as bets began to be discreetly exchanged. 


Steve leaned on the fence next to Dave, who patted him on the shoulder consolingly. "Look, it takes time to 


learn how armour changes the way you move. It took me months to build up the muscle to do it” 
"| don't have months." 


Janick moved to lean on Steve's other side. "But you're a farmer. You have muscles that these boys only 


discovered when they first put all the metalwork on; you've been using them since you learned to walk." 


Adrian rolled over and sat up, kicking Dave in the ankle. "Bull. | don't care what sort of work a farmer does, 


armour is different You ought to know that, even if you are a Saxon." 


Janick fixed Adrian with an unfriendly stare. "And because l'm a Saxon..what? I'm a barbarian? | don't know 
what l'm talking about?" 


"| didn't say that -" 


Steve pulled the helm off, swiping the sweat from his eyes with his arm as his friends argued on. He felt 
miserable; this wasn't fair, dammit! Everything was moving too fast. He'd lost everything, gained new friends, a 
new purpose; then just as he thought things might begin to settle he'd discovered that he was supposed to 
step into the boots of the last great hero of Albion... 


Ridiculous. /m a farmer! he wanted to cry, not a hero! then throw the rich armour back in the faces of these 
soft, pampered townsmen. Townsmen that didn't believe in the massacres happening every day right outside 
their gates, townsmen that - 


He heard the faint hiss of air that warned of the approaching sword and leapt forward, feeling it catch for the 
briefest of instants on his shoulder but deflected by the polished steel of the armour with a metallic snarl of 
contact. He tripped, rolled, came up ready with his sword point low; the helm, discarded, rocked briefly before 
coming to rest against the knee of an absolutely astonished Adrian, 


"Fucking hell, Bruce!" shouted Janick, the first to find his voice. 


"You nearly took his bloody head off!" roared Dave, stirred to rare anger by Bruce's actions. Had Steve not 
reacted instinctively to the attack, he would indeed have been badly injured, but neither combatant appeared to 
be listening to the angry yells of their friends. 


Silence fell around the ring as Bruce flung himself at Steve, sword whirling, apparently trying with deadly 
earnest to deprive him of his life. Again he tried, and again, if Steve's earlier performance had been any guide 
then he should by now be lying on the sand, bleeding to death. 

But he wasn't. 


Again the vicious attack, and again it was turned aside; Steve dropped his sword and wrestled Bruce to the 
ground, pinning the slightly smaller man and pushing their faces close. 


"What's this?" he hissed furiously, "betrayal? Jealousy? Gods, Bruce -" 

Bruce lay still 

"Well?" 

"Get off me." 

"Not until you tell me what this is about" 

Bruce suddenly wrenched himself up, pushing Steve away and knocking him down, kneeling over him with a 
dagger pressed to his throat; Janick gave a small, horrified cry from the fence, and then fell silent. Steve felt 
his heart seem to pause in his chest, and held his breath. Bruce's eyes flared murderous, and then he sat 
back on his heels and replaced the dagger in its sheath. 


I'll not see you waste all that practice we've done." 


He rose to his feet, and began to walk away. Janick seized his arm as he dropped to the ground on the far side 


of the fence; pulled him close and snarled in his ear. 
"What was that about? Damn, man, you could have killed him!" 


Bruce froze, staring off into the distance and refusing to look at his friend. 


"I won't see him fall to the first Northmen we encounter. | knew he could fight better than that; all he needed 


to do was discover that for himself. So | pushed him. Now leave me be." 

Bruce shook him off, and stalked away. Janick, Dave and Adrian shared a long, long look, then Dave walked to 
the centre of the ring and smiled down at Steve, offering him a hand up while the other two muttered 
worriedly on the sidelines. 


"That was pretty impressive. Come on, I'll show you some stuff you might not have seen before... 


Dave continued with the impromptu lesson, and soon he and Steve were deeply engrossed in the exercises and 


apparently oblivious to the now-thinning crowd around them. 


"IIl go talk to Bruce," sighed Janick, shaking his head as he watched their friends moving smoothly through a 


set of exercises. 

"You sure that's a good idea?" 

Janick's eyes glittered mischievously in the late afternoon sunlight. "I'll let you know later.” 

Adrian shook his head, and turned to calling encouragement to the pair in the ring. 

ae 

Janick found Bruce around by the stables, discussing their requirements with Epatticus' Master Of Horse. He 
waited, feigning patience, until the pair had finished their conversation and Bruce turned; startled, he took a 
step back when he spotted Janick's cold stare. 

"| didn't hear you arrive." 


"Obviously." 


Bruce tipped one shoulder dismissively and made to walk away; Janick caught his elbow, not hard, just enough 
to still his friend and bring him close. 


"We need to talk" 
"Not now, Janick," he sighed, shaking his head, "really. Not now. Later. | promise." 


Janick used his relative bulk to get Bruce moving toward the wing of the palace containing their quarters, 
crowding him until he had no option but to move in the direction desired. Janick kept him moving, making small 
talk and smiling at passing courtiers until they reached their corridor, deserted at this time of the afternoon. 
At this point he dropped all pretence, seized Bruce by the upper arm and marched him to his door, through it, 
and across the room until he could give him a shove that sent him stumbling to his bed, giving his shins a 
crack as he fell. 


Bruce leapt back up, rounding angrily on Janick who simply squared his shoulders and glared, giving not an inch 


to his friend's anger. 
"How dare you --" 


"| dare," snapped the angry Saxon, "because you seem to be descending into a madness of your own these 


days, Bruce of the Catevellaury. What the fuck were you thinking out there?" 


Bruce turned away, raising a hand as if to swat his friend's objection away. "| told you." 

Janick stepped in, taking Bruce's arm and shaking it fiercely, once. "You told me nothing You made a weak 
excuse. | know the strain you're under, but this? Bruce, this behaviour is madness, utter madness. You wil 
destroy him, if you're not careful - is that your decision? Destroy the first man to really try and understand 


you?" 


Janick was half expecting Bruce's response, so when his friend attacked him with his fists he was ready, 
wrestling him to an untidy standstill and flinging him back down to the bed once more. 


"Answer me, damn you!" 

Bruce sat up, then folded his face into his hands, hiding behind his curtain of hair. 

"Bruce!" 

No answer, but he began to tremble. Janick sighed, and sat beside him on the bed. He placed his arm around 
his friend's shoulders, and pulled him close; tucking Bruce's head under his chin he sighed gently, and began to 
talk. From experience he knew that if he thought aloud long enough, their fiery leader would no more be able 
to remain silent than fly south with the geese when the winter came. 

"| know that you and l..well. We didn't really understand each other, did we? | mourn specifics. You mourn a 
more..nebulous ideal, don't you? Position. Tribe. No one person do you grieve more than any other. But Steve 
and |..we grieve for individuals. | have already avenged the one | lost, but | can't seem to stop; there's a fire 


inside, and | know that you understand that. I'll fight on until someone gets lucky, and then maybe I'll be buried 
and forgotten or maybe I'll just be food for the ravens and then forgotten. | don't care; the only person | really 


cared about is long, long gone. That's why you and | never made the sort of bond you have with -- 
Bruce sat up, sniffed hard, wiped his nose on his sleeve. "You did your best, Janick" 

"| know. | know." 

"Steve's different. He has such..such..” 

"Passion?" 

"Yeah." 

"Intense enough to rival your own, even" 

Bruce just nodded this time, and Janick hissed through his teeth at his friend's palpable misery. 


"Look, I'm not Nicko. I'm no thinker, and | have no fucking idea what goes on in that bullish head of yours. But 


Steve | do understand; and you really need to sort out how you feel about him. Because he's even more lost 


than you are, and you're hurting him." 

lm going to lose him," said Bruce quietly, "aren't 1?" 

"Eventually." 

"He's going to be killed and I'll be alone again" 

"Everybody dies, Bruce. If you live by the sword you'll surely die by it, as a wise man once said" 

‘lve just found him, and he's going to dle." 

Janick rolled his eyes. Talk about stating the fucking obvious. 

"So you've decided to kill him yourself, is that it?" 

Bruce shivered with fear, leaning in to Janick's warmth; the Saxon hugged him close, remembering the all-too- 
brief nights they had shared the same blankets in the days after he had first joined the little band. There was 
something about this man that inspired loyalty, unfortunately, whatever it was it appeared to be descending 
into madness. A man's mind could only take this kind of strain for so long; Bruce needed to get his feelings 


straight now, or he was going to lose his mind. 


It was what Nicko had feared for months, and Janick fervently wished the older soldier were here with them 


now. 


"Bruce, you've got to stop thinking about him like that. When we're fighting, he's a soldier, and soldiers die. It's 


what we do." 

"| can't" 

"You must" 

"Maybe," and Bruce's eyes lit with a brief flicker of hope, "I can persuade him not to fight?" 


Janick regarded him solemnly and Bruce subsided again. "No. He's out there for the same reasons we all are, 


isn't he? Fight and die." 


‘Its the only way," said Janick, trying not to be too brutal in his explanation, "the only way, l'm afraid, that the 


pain ever stops." 


He rose, and moved to the door. "Think about it. But don't grieve for him before he's gone, eh?" 


He paused, unable to think of anything else to say; he was torn between simply hitting the man until he saw 
sense, or holding him close until he felt better. Fuck, this was women's work; what was a sensible Saxon 


farmboy like himself doing trying to comfort a highly strung noble? 


Bruce tried a smile, and - shaking his head - Janick left the room, dropping the door quietly closed behind him. 
Lost in a miserable reverie, Bruce didn't hear Steve enter the room as softly as Janick had left it. Until, that 
is, the bed rolled and squeaked in protest as his friend and lover sat beside him. 


"Steve." 

"Have you forgiven me yet?" 

And oh, the sadness in those coal dark eyes, the pain. Janick had been right, he was trying so hard to 
understand and he, Bruce, his leader, his friend, his lover, certainly wasn't making it any easier, was he? And it 


wasn't fair. None of it was fair. If the world was fair, they would have met under a different moon, and 


neither one would be burning with loss and pain and hate and rage - 

Bruce smiled. "Nothing to forgive. | just.." 

Steve gave another one of those sweet smiles that took Bruce's breath away. "Tell me later, yes?" 

Bruce took Steve's hands in his own and stared into his eyes, willing him with every ounce of determination he 
possessed to understand. "No. I'll tell you this now, and probably never again; I've seen some hard truths today 
and | don't know if | can give them voice twice." 

Steve nodded solemnly, and squeezed Bruce's hands in return. 

"l'm afraid." 

Steve cocked an eyebrow, and Bruce almost smiled as he looked at his lover. Gods, but he was a hell of a man, 
glossy waves framing strong cheekbones, firm jaw and eyes you could drown in..not now! "You're using us. No, 
don't argue," he laid a finger against those sweet lips, "it's true. Revenge, yes?" 

Steve nodded, face tightening into a frown but never dropping his eyes. 

Courage, Bruce. "Which means that you're going to die. Every fight brings the one that will take us from each 
other closer, doesn't it? Yes. And it makes me afraid, because you're the first thing I've found that | can really 
care about in a.." his voice dropped to a dry whisper, squeezed almost to silence by the grave-cold fingers of 
grief wrapped around his throat, "a very long time. Do you understand?" 

Steve nodded, and to Bruce's surprise he smiled before leaning in and kissing him once, softly. His tongue darted 


out and wet Bruce's lips, tasting the bitterness of his terror before sitting back and caressing his unshaven 


cheek with his work-roughened hand. 


"I understand. But you know something?" 

"What?" 

Steve kissed him again, hot and fierce this time, and Bruce found himself suddenly scrabbling with the armour 
hunting desperately for the warm skin he knew was under the scarred steel. Steve pressed the attack, fighting 
Bruce back until he was sprawled beneath the fully armoured man, nostrils full of the scent of desire and 
sweat and steel. Gasping, he struggled but found himself pinned; wide eyed he waited to have this latest shock 
put to him in a form he could comprehend..that, or the bite of cold steel that would signal his own ride with 


the Morrigan's crow. 
Steve grinned fiercely. "We're not dead yet. So leave the grief for later. As for now.. 


He swooped down and kissed him again, discarding the leaf plates of the kilt to crash on the stone flagged floor 


so that Bruce could feel his heat and hard craving, "for now, show me how alive we are. Show me! 


Bruce groaned, and let the actions of his own desire answer his lover without words. Questions unanswered, 


perhaps; but maybe there was a grain of understanding between them that had not been there before. 
Janick and Dave paused outside Bruce's room and listened for a while. 
"Its going to kill him, isn't it?" 


Janick regarded the sadness in his gentle friend's eyes and sighed with the lonely ache that haunted his own 
heart. 


"Let's burn that bridge when we get to it, hmm?" 

Dave nodded, but Janick could see the grief already written there. What a bloody mess, he thought as they 
silently made their way back to their own quarters, were so busy anticipating death that we don’t feel the life 
within our bodies We've forgotten what its like to find even a little joy in the darkness.. 


What a bloody mess. 


Twelve 


He's walking like a small child 

But watch his eyes burn you away 
Black holes in his golden stare 

God knows he wants to go home 


| always wondered where that came from. What depths it swam up trom..he claims not to know, but | have a 


theory. We are tied to what has gone before - and sometimes all that history has to make itself felt 


Somehow... 


The following morning the company assembled just before dawn, ready to ride out as soon as the sun poked 


her nose above the deep, dappled greens of the summer horizon 
"Fine day for it," murmured Janick to Steve. 


Steve gave him an odd look, then turned to regard Dave who had kneed his horse next to Steve's with a soft 
laugh. 


"Don't worry about it. He's obsessed with the weather." 
"l'm a farmer, | have to be." 

"You're a soldier now." 

"And the weather affects us less..how?" 


Steve shook his head and went back to watching Bruce, ignoring the soft conversation of his friends in the 
pre-dawn darkness. They were all nervous; for the first time it was no longer just the six of them waiting for 
the gates to be opened. This time they were accompanied by half a squad - a full fifty - mounted soldiers, 
currently only a mass of shifting hooves, jingling harness and muted voices, sounds only. Steve wondered how it 
would look later, with the late summer sun turning them into a gleaming column of vengeance snaking across 


the countryside, a dragon of light to counter the Northmen's darkness. 


The grey of the eastern sky began to be lined with golden pinks, and stern voices instructed the company to 
straighten up, be ready, but above the creaking protest of the opening gate there came a more urgent sound. 


Hooves, the rhythm disjointed as the tired mount scrabbled for more speed on the road. And an exhausted 


voice, ragged with fear and exhaustion, calling desperately to anyone that might hear in the sleeping town. 


"Wake! Murder! Raiders! Raiders at the gates!" 


A wave of consternation rolled through the company, reins tightened and hands sought weapons, horses 
shifted, and voices muttered in a low, rolling crescendo of uncertainty. 


"Steady boys," called Nicko, voice pitched to carry, "we'll see what he says..steady, | say!" 

He turned to look at Steve. "Come on. | think you'd better come with me..steadying influence on Bruce." 

With that cryptic comment, he pushed his horse on to where the exhausted courier was babbling his tale to 
the guard Captain they had been assigned and Bruce, hovering darkly in the background like a very spirit of 


vengeance. The Captain looked up, grim faced as the pair approached. 


"Sounds bad; at least four hours hard ride from here, a place called Venta Caester..from what the poor wight 
says they came up the river Itchen" 


"And attacked" 
"Aye." 


"Then we go, and go now," said Steve, leaning over the neck of his horse and reaching down to grip Bruce's 


shoulder tightly in his excitement. "We can be there before midday." 

Bruce exchanged a look with Nicko. 

"Aye," said the older soldier thoughtfully, rubbing his chin and staring across the slowly brightening landscape, 
‘we'll probably catch them on their way back to the ship. You know that we might miss them?" he asked of 
Steve. 

"I know. But if we don't move we'll definitely miss them." 

"Then go," gasped the courier, face pinched and pale, "for the love of all that's holy, go. Avenge my people.” 
The Captain nodded, turned to Bruce. "We'll send the wagons on to follow..get this army out there. Now. You 
were right," he added quietly to Steve even as Bruce ran for his own mount, "perhaps it is time to hit back. 


May your deities watch over you, and bring you fortune." 


"Fortune favours the brave, sir," Steve replied in acknowledgement even as he tugged his horse round and 


kicked him on, barely hearing Nicko mutter behind him: 


"Lets hope she's got a soft spot for the stupid, too." 


~ Kew 


The small army pounded along the tracks, nearly sixty armed men all told; the six at the fore leading the way 
with a confidence that some might think foolhardy. They had been instructed on the way by the Captain, and 
the courier; besides, it was easy to track the marks left by the man in his wild flight to seek help. 


Bruce led, leaning low over the neck of his horse and squinting into the distance to be the first to spot the 
raiders. Steve and Nicko followed closely, one almost blinded by his desire for revenge and the other beginning 
to worry about what would happen if they missed the attacking force altogether; then Dave, Adrian and Janick 
in a row, faces grim as they concentrated on the job at hand. Behind them came the soldiers, eyes alight with 
a horrible eagerness at the prospect of getting even with the despoilers of their lands. 


Steve settled himself a little deeper in his saddle, feeling the power of the mount under him surge through 
muscles of back and flank and transmit through his legs to the very core of him; he felt as though he were 
riding a wave, an unstoppable force that pounded across the landscape and would sweep all before it. He 
smoothed his palm across the damp neck, feeling the thundering pulse of life with a spark of gratitude for the 
strength that carried him to his enemies. 


The scenery flowed by, and without so much as a pause for rest it was a little under four hours when the 
company crested the small hill and got their first view of the ruined settlement of Venta Caester. In common 
with every other sacked village it was little more than a smoking ruin, the difference this time was that the 


raiders had tarried, and could be seen strung out along the route back to the river. 


Bruce barely checked his horse, then with a howl kicked it forward and raced straight for the body of men 
that could be seen taking their time with the loot from the village. Steve was beside him in a heartbeat, and 
the two men rode down the stragglers without a thought. Nicko bellowed at them, trying to get them to stop, 
there was no plan, no organised attack, just this stream of rage and hate directed at those who would dare 
take what was not theirs. Janick, Dave and Adrian ignored him too, leaving Nicko no option but to fling a few 


hurried commands at the main body of the soldiers before racing to catch up with his comrades. 


Steve's blood was singing, and he never even paused as he rode down the first few of the raiders he came 
across. His mount was well trained, using his plate-like hooves to crush skulls and knock opposition down before 
they could turn and strike his rider; blood spattered and breathing hard the leading pair paused to regard the 


main body of their opposition, drawn up into a hasty circle at the appearance of the vengeful soldiers. 

Bruce gave a savage grin, and angled his head to regard his friend 

"Let's go," snapped Steve, and the two men drove their horses straight at the centre of the desperate ring. 
The enemy closed around them like a breaking wave, surrounding them on all sides and trying to drag them 
from their horses and tear them apart. Bruce's mount was as well trained as his own, and between them they 


were a spinning, kicking, squealing wall of death bringing terror into the midst of the circle; the whole melee 
twisted again as the three mounts of Janick, Dave and Adrian crashed in. 


Steve's horse fell, throwing him. He struggled to his feet, temporarily losing sight of the others as a huge, red 
bearded man reared over him, bringing an axe up to crash down on Steve's temporarily unguarded head. 


He flung an arm up, fully expecting to feel the horrid pressure and then no more; a hard hand grabbed him 
under the arm and dragged him up. 


"Idiot," snapped Bruce, kicking the raider from the end of his sword. Steve grinned, and the two men stood back 
to back and hacked at the raiders until there were no more to kill. 


Steve dropped to his knees, allowing Bruce to stand guard while he gathered his breath. They were at the 
centre of a ring of dead men, knee deep in bloodied mud and entrails, punctured, torn bowels and shattered 


corpses; Nicko stood a little way apart, gory to the eyebrows and not looking very happy. 
"You made it, then?" asked a voice lightly, and Steve turned to see Dave helping Adrian stand. 
"Yeah," he gasped, then leaned over again and threw up. 


“Takes you that way the first time," added Bruce conversationally, waving Nicko over to help him drag Steve to 
his feet. 


He stumbled away from them, suddenly desperate to escape from the stench and the blood, forcing himself to 
move he ran blindly, only looking through blood-smeared eyes for a place to hide away from the terrible 
evidence of what he had done. He'd thought the battle might have got the urge for slaughter out of his 
system but..but.. 


He still wanted to kill. He wanted to further violate the bodies, hunt down the survivors and mutilate them, find 


their native land and strike down their families and burn their homes... 


He flung the helm from him and collapsed to his knees again, safely out of sight of the others behind a stand 
of oak trees and bracken; he gripped his head in his hands and groaned bone deep with distress. What have / 
become? Did | survive only to become that which destroyed my life? Am | so damaged? Would | do to another 
what has been done to me, slaughter like a wolf amongst the sheep with no more thought than an animal? Who 
am | now? What am |? 


He wailed, flinging his head back and crying out to the skies in his grief, indifferent as to who might hear him, 
a disturbance in the bracken simply made him lower his head again, uncaring whether the approaching individual 


was a friend come to comfort or an enemy come for vengeance. 


Strong arms encircled his shoulders, and he leaned into the body that pressed itself against him despite the 
stench of death that hung heavy over them both. He shook and groaned, trembling in his distress; bloodstained 
hands gripped his face and forced him to look up. He fought, unwilling to look into any creature's eyes right 


now, but Bruce was relentless and finally bullied him into meeting his gaze. 


"Steve! Look at me. Look at me, dammit!" 
He shivered miserably, but did as he was bid. 
"Get ahold of yourself, man..you did what you had to do, understand?" 


Steve shook his head, clutched at Bruce's arms. "I didn't. | didn't have to tear them to pieces. | didn't have to 
desire the deaths of their families..." 


Bruce shook him again, voice cracking with passion. "Listen to me! It's just blood lust. It runs through you like 
fire..and then it passes. It passes!" 


Steve suddenly shook Bruce off, pressing him back into the clean earth and the damp bracken, eyes afire. "Has 
it passed for you? Do you want their deaths any less fervently when their blood isn't splashing across your 


face, up your arms?" 


Bruce struggled back, succeeded in rolling Steve over. "| want them dead, of course | do! But that horrible urge 


to kill and kill and kill again..it fades. It fades. | promise." 
Steve just stared and shivered again, clutching Bruce to him with a sudden wave of fear. 
"What if it doesn't? I'm a monster, Bruce, some sort of fucking monster..." 


He trailed off, turned away. Bruce grabbed him and pulled him close, holding him as tightly as the armour 
would allow; he rubbed their faces together, nuzzling into Steve's rough, bloody cheek. 


"No, you aren't. Never a monster...” 


Steve turned his face, kissing Bruce passionately and a little brutally; the confusion and the fear and the pain 
all focused on a desperate need to believe in himself, to know that he was a man, not the monster he dreaded 
becoming. And the only way he could focus that idea was to bury himself in his lover, surround himself with 


the sensations of lust and the all consuming power of his passionate yearning. 


Their fingers began, almost of their own volition, to fumble at the buckles and straps that held the armour 
together; drying blood cracked away in flakes as they writhed on the damp ground, seeking the heat of each 
other's bodies. Eventually having wriggled free of the bulk of the shielding steel, Steve pinned Bruce face down 
in the dirt and bit savagely at his neck, pulling his head back by his hair and snapping at his throat. 


"Gods, Steve..yes... 


No time for gentleness or mercy, no preparation or slow teasing; Steve just held Bruce down with his weight 


and pushed into him, growling under his breath the whole time. Bruce moaned, feeling torn apart by his lover 


and helpless to protest as he began to move, still biting and sucking at his neck. The pain subsided a little, 
sweat helping to ease the dryness causing the pain. Bruce shoved himself back into his lover, and Steve cried 
out and slammed Bruce into the ground, holding him down and fucking him as hard as he could. It was brutal, 
painful, Bruce couldn't, wouldn't scream until Steve lowered his head and snarled in his ear: 

"Tell me how it feels..." 

Bruce howled and writhed, and Steve rolled him to the side and roughly grasped his rock hard cock. Jerking it 
painfully while he pumped his hips, he felt Bruce shudder and heard him moan again, lost in the delirious haze 
of lust he slammed himself forward once more and felt his cock swell and jerk as he filled Bruce's arse with 
his seed. His lover keened, stiffened under him and then he too came, coating Steve's fist with sticky strings 


and ropes of hot white cum. 


They collapsed into a heap, sweating and panting, moaning and crawling into each other's arms for comfort. 
Steve saw blood - fresh blood - and groaned. 


"Shit Bruce, l'm sorry...” 


Bruce cradled him in his arms, kissed the top of his head. "It's alright. Its alright. IIl only hurt for a little 


while. | promise." 


Their quiet reverie was broken by the sound of someone clearing their throat on the other side of the ferny 


bracken screen. Nicko. 

"If you two have quite finished, | think you ought to come out here.’ 

He sounded subdued, but his voice carried a note of anger that made Bruce sit up suddenly. 

"What is it?" 

"| think -" 

"Tell me," snapped Steve, and Bruce turned to him with some surprise. He'd never heard quite that note of 
command in Steve's voice before, and wondered what permanent changes he might begin to see in his lover 
after this battle. 

They heard Nicko sigh, and his answer - when it came - had them both scrambling for discarded clothes. 
"We've found..there's no easy way to put this. Thing is.." 


"Nicko!" 


"Survivors. We've found survivors. They didn't kill them all." 


Bruce was the first to step out of the underbrush, and Nicko avoided meeting his eyes. 

“There's something else, isn't there?" 

Nicko just nodded, and pointed to where Janick could be seen, leading his horse at the head of a ragged column 
of women and children, ringed by soldiers. He was carrying a bundle in his arms, and even from a distance the 
watchers could see the rage in his face. 

"They're not dead..but a lot of them wish they were." 

"Rape?" 


"Every single one..the children too." 


The three men watched the column wend its way back toward the village, and Bruce shook his head as they 
reached the smoking ruins. 


“Still feel bad about wanting to destroy them all?" 


Steve, speechless, shook his head and followed his friends down to the wreckage that was all that was left of 
the women's home. 


Thirteen 


We've all done things we're not that proud of, right? And we've done them for different reasons. Fear. Pain 
Jealousy. Anger. Pride. 


Doesn't matter why you did them, doesnt make it any easier to live with yourself afterwards; Im not talking 
about immediately after, of course, but those horrible three-in-the-morning moments when all your sins come 


back to haunt you. 


There are different ways to deal with it, naturally. You can either sink further into the brutality..or you can 
attempt to rise above if, accept your failings and move on. With a fervent desire and a promise to the universe 


that you'll do better next time. Honest 


But I fell you, my friends, it isn't easy. 


The women sat in a quiet huddle, watching the soldiers with haunted eyes. The wagons had caught up with the 
small army later that afternoon, camp was being set up, shelters for the men, water and fodder for the 
horses, rough medical attention for those that needed it. Some of the men had explored the ruined settlement, 
others set to digging graves in the chalky soil for those slaughtered. 


Not the dead raiders; their corpses had been dragged into a rough pile. They would be put to the torch later. 
"You can return to Caer Celemnion. The Atrebates will give you shelter," said Bruce tightly to the headman's 
widow, a statuesque woman with raven hair and deep blue, almost violet eyes. She stiffened her spine, gave 
him a look of disgust down her long nose. 

"This is our home. We will stay." 

"Madam, it's a ruin," replied Nicko softly. Despite everything he had witnessed over the years, the sight of the 
violated children had hit him hard; like many big men, he was essentially gentle at heart. "There's very little 


protection from the weather. If it turns bad." 


She turned to him, and gave a sad little smile. "It is our home, sir. To leave would be to give in to those who 


wished to take it from us." 


Bruce flung up his hands. "Fine! We'll see what we can do to make it habitable, but we need to be moving on 


tomorrow. We haven't the time to spare to make it comfortable." 


The woman inclined her head to him gratefully. "Thank you. We are not afraid of hard work; just give us a little 
help to get started, that's all we ask" 


Nicko stretched out a hand to her, eyes compassionate. "If there's anything we can do..for the children?" 


She shook her head, momentarily overcome, and took a deep breath before replying. "Nothing but time, noble 
sir. And you have already given us that" She dipped respectfully to him, and he gave a graceful bow in return, 


She moved back through the gathering dusk, a graceful form swaying toward the miserable little group around 
the fire. Nicko shook his head. "If there's anyone living here by the time the snow flies, I'll be surprised. Have 
you seen Adrian and Dave, by the way? | know Janick and Steve are down in the village.." Nicko's voice trailed 


off again, and he shook his head sadly. Bruce stepped in to his side, slapped his arm gently. 
"We did what we could, you know that." 


"Aye, | do," Nicko replied softly, then turned to regard his friend archly. "And what was all that stuff with 
Steve? You two buggering off like that? And | use the phrase advisedly, mate." 


Bruce coughed, blushed, shook his head. "He had some..difficulty coming to terms with it all. | don't think he'd 
ever felt like that before, and it scared him." Bruce shrugged. "Scared us all the first time, didn't it?" 


"Yeah, but don't vanish like that again. | was fit to be bloody stripped when | couldn't find you. Thought the 
bloody raiders had come back and killed you both, didn't 1? Don't do it again" 


Bruce smiled sheepishly. "I won't. To answer your original question..Adrian and Dave are out doing a sweep, 
trying to find the boat this lot of scum arrived in, if they do we'll fire it come the dawn and be on our way. 
Maybe -" 


Whatever he was going to say was interrupted by a shout. One of the soldiers rode through the impromptu 
camp, calling for Bruce; he stepped out, seized the horse's reins and practically dragged the animal to a halt. 


"Ho there! What's the rush? More raiders?" 


"No sir," panted the young man, trying to hold his nervous horse as it sidestepped and rolled its eyes, upset by 
both its rider's attitude and the overly tight hold Bruce had on its reins. "We found the ship. There was a 


fight..and we have prisoners. Prisoners, sir! We took some alive!" 

"Good lad," said Nicko, face grave, "come with me. I'll set us up somewhere nice and cosy where we can have a 
chat to these Johnnies. You," turning to Bruce, "find the rest of our little gang and meet me by the pile. 
Maybe if we have our chat near what's left of their friends they'll be a little more..co-operative." 


Bruce nodded grimly, and the two men parted. 


~ Ke 


The young man squirmed against his bonds, feigning bravery but quivering inside. A nice quick raid, the Captain 
had said. Easy in, easy out. Sneak upriver, then hit a few villages..come home with slaves, gold, silver..whatever 
they could find. Check out the area, maybe even consider a patch of land to settle come the spring. Because 


there was no appreciable defences in the area, were there? Oh no. 
So what the fuck was this, then? 


He shifted his shoulders against the rough wooden pole. The raid had gone as planned. The slaves had been 
broken in nicely, and he'd begun to think that the Captain had been right; only a few farmers, no soldiers, no 


one to stand against them.. 


Then these men had come howling out of the sun, untouchable! They'd ridden over them, torn them to pieces, 
killed the Captain, taken all the loot and freed the slaves. They were angry about the children, he knew, but 
what did they expect? They were slaves That was what you did with slaves. Being angry about it seemed 
pretty pointless to him. 


"What's your name, boy?" asked the biggest one, the ugly man with the blonde hair who fought like ten His 


voice was kind, and although the language was unfamiliar he understood enough words to catch the meaning. 
He firmed his jaw and said nothing. The big man shook his head, seeming regretful. 


"You'd best loosen your tongue when my friends get here, or you are in for a very bad right, lad. Think about 
te 


He shifted his shoulders again and stared firmly over the big man's shoulder. He could hear the three other 
surviving comrades lying out there on the grass beyond the circle of firelight; they were praying, from the 
sound of it. Begging for death to find them quickly. Well, he wouldn't beg! He would hold his tongue and endure... 
and if it was his time to die then so be it. 


He wondered if this counted as ‘in battle’. Valhalla awaited if it did. 


Sounds of men approaching, and the youth couldn't help flicking his eyes toward them. Five men, the pair that 
had found him and his comrades, another pair that had ridden out of the distance to lead the attack, and a 
hard faced blonde who looked like a Saxon. That one was frightening, although truth be told they all looked 
pretty grim; he remembered what he'd seen them do this day, and swallowed hard. 


"So now what?" asked one of the newcomers, a man with long, wavy dark hair and black eyes that seemed to 


look at him straight from the slopes of Hell. 
"We get to work," said the Saxon. 


"Find out where they came from. If there are any more. That sort of thing," said the other blonde, not 
sounding too happy about the prospect. 


The one who'd accompanied the unhappy blonde moved to the fire, squatted before it and pumped a bellows a 
few times, heating up..something..that laid in the coals. 


The young man swallowed hard as the man rose, angling the poker to examine the red-glowing tip closely. He 
seemed satisfied, grunted and turned to the others with a nod and a wicked smile, baring his teeth with some 
relish. 

"lll go first," he said. 

The big man had been right. It was going to be a very bad night. 

~~ 

Bruce shook his head, watching the youth now hanging from his bonds, whimpering with pain and spitting blood 
and teeth on the grass. His body was striped with burns, bruises and cuts; the company needed information, 


and after what they had all been through none of them were too delicate in their methods of obtaining it. 


Nicko emerged from the darkness. "The other three are likely to be more co-operative. Kill this one quick and 


we'll start on them." 


Adrian frowned. "Come on Nicko, we've barely started! And if what they've seen so far has loosened the 


others up, then | say give ‘em a show." 

He shoved the poker back into the fire and began to heat it up once more. Nicko shook his head dubiously, 
eyeing the young man drooping from the stake. He had begun to utter muffled sobs shortly after he'd fouled 
himself from the pain of his burns. 


"He's just a boy." 


"He was old enough to come on the raid," snapped Adrian, "so he's old enough to suffer the consequences. Don't 


be going soft just because he's young - you did see what the bastards did, didn't you?" 
Nicko waved his hands. "Yeah, | know. This just isn't my thing, alright?" 


Dave nodded quietly from his seat on the other side of the fire. He could watch, but participation..nothing 
wrong with a good clean battle, but this? 


Nicko joined him, rummaging through a pack until he found an earthenware bottle. 


"What say we let them get on with that while we get on with this?" he suggested, taking a swig before passing 
it to his friend. 


"Sounds like a plan," sighed Dave, taking the bottle and settling down unhappily to watch his friends work. 
Bruce was watching Steve closely as Adrian and Janick began to discuss their next move. The young raider was 
naked now, and Janick seemed to think that the best bet was to start chopping bits off, starting with fingers 
and toes and working up from there. Adrian was in favour of blinding him, and the gruesome conversation 
flowed back and forth. 

"You don't have to watch this, you know." 

"| know," his lover replied in an undertone. "But | think | should. In fact..." 

The other two were silenced when Steve stepped up to the young man, seized his hair in one hand and tilted 
his head this way and that, examining the battered, bruised face in the flickering firelight. The others waited, 
shocked by the expression on their friend's face; it was cold, emotionless, a million miles away from the 
frightened young man they had found at the beginning of the summer. 


"My grandfather," said Steve, voice quiet, "told me stories when | was a child." 


The youth moaned and trembled, desperately afraid of what was going to happen next. He'd thought that he 


was prepared for the pain, he'd been very, very wrong. 


"He said," continued that implacable voice, "that unless your people die with a sword in your hand you will 
never get to Valhalla Is that true?" 


The young raider tried to set his jaw and ignore the question, but a swift, brutal jerk on his hair jarred his 
broken bones and made him cry out in pain "Yes! Yes Its true." He shivered, aware of his betrayal but unable 
to stop himself. There was something truly..terrifying about this man, this soldier who didn't bluster or shout, 
this dark eyed angel of death. 

Steve nodded. "You're going to die. You know that, don't you?" 


The man nodded carefully, eyes locked on those of his captor. Steve leaned in until his lips were hovering right 
by the bloodied, torn remnants of the raider's ear. 


"Tell us what we want to know," he murmured, "and | can make sure that you reach there. Trust me." 
He leaned back, stared into the frightened eyes. "Tell us..you know I'm telling you the truth, don't you?" 


And strangely, he did. This dark eyed stranger wasn't threatening, he was promising; when he spoke, he was 


telling you What Would Be. 


The young man nodded, then began to sob again as soon as Steve released his hair, dropping his head to slump 
against his chest: 


Adrian stepped in, began firing questions as fast as he could; the youth answered, honestly as far as any of 
them could tell. Bruce sidled up to Steve, who was watching the process with his arms folded and a very grim 


expression on his face. 
"What are you up to?" 


Steve shrugged. "Watch," he murmured in return, never taking his eyes from Adrian's still rather brutal 
interrogation. Bruce stared at his lover instead; he'd removed his armour to help Janick dig graves, and hadn't 
bothered to put it back on for the interrogation His hair was caught at the back of his neck with a piece of 
leather thong, and although he'd washed the worst of the blood from himself streaks and spots of it remained 
like warpaint across his face. His undershirt was stained, he needed a shave and he looked more tired than 


Bruce had ever seen him, but there was something..implacable about him that he'd never seen in him before. 
He wondered if he would ever see him smile again. 


‘Im done," said Adrian abruptly, striding around the fire to steal a swig from the bottle Dave was still sharing 


with an increasingly morose Nicko. 


Steve turned to Bruce, and removed his sword from its scabbard. Bruce tried to stop him, and their hands 
met on the pommel, Steve nodded slowly, and Bruce subsided with a sigh. Whatever his plan the raider wasn't 
going to go very far should it backfire; even so, he wasn't very happy to see Steve cut the young man's bonds 


and pass the sword to him. The young Viking's legs betrayed him, and he fell to the ground at Steve's feet. 
"Stand" 

The youth stayed on his knees, breathing hard 

"Stand" 

He looked up, stumbled to his feet and faced Steve. 


"Thank you," he muttered, and Steve simply inclined his head gracefully before stepping forward and running 
the man through. 


The raider cried out, still clutching the sword in one hand even as he gripped the stinging, digging blade with 
the other; Steve turned it, hunting for the youth's life, pushing harder and pinning him back to the pole he had 
been tied to. He laid his head on Steve's shoulder and moaned in pain, Steve brought his hand up and gently 
stroked the youth's blood soaked hair as he bled out his life across his sword, and sighed a bright rush over 
his killer's shoulder. 


The clatter of Bruce's unused sword signalled the end, and Steve stepped back and twisted his sword free of 
the young man's body, watching expressionless as it crumpled bonelessly to the ground, twitched once, then lay 


still 

It's over," he sighed, then gave himself a shake and turned once more to face his friends. 

"Have you got what you need?" he asked Adrian, who was watching him with utter shock written across his 
expression. He just nodded wordlessly, and Steve turned again to Bruce, retrieving and returning his sword. 
“Then l'm going to get some rest..and a wash." 

He walked away into the darkness without so much as a backward glance. 

~ ev 

Bruce found him some time later, stretched out in his blankets and staring up at the stars. His hair fanned 
damply out behind him; he'd obviously been as good as his word and cleaned every part of his skin that he 
could reach. Bruce had done the same, suspecting that Steve would do so; he'd hoped that they could spend 
the night together, but after Steve's actions at the stake..he wasn't sure about anything. He had gone from 
being the confident one, the one who knew exactly what he was doing and why to a state of uncertainty, 
questioning each action and thought and not always entirely happy with the answers he was getting. 

"Bruce." 

"Steve." 

They were both silent for a few moments. 


"So are you coming down here or do you intend to spend the night standing there?" 


Bruce snorted and began the process of laying out his bedroll. "Thats a sharp tongue you've got there, my 
friend." 


Steve snorted softly. “Sorry.” 

Bruce curled into his side, and skimmed his hand gently across his chest, seeking the warmth he had become 
so accustomed to in such a short time. Steve shuddered, and closed his eyes; Bruce began to toy with one of 
his nipples but Steve's hand trapped his, stilling its movement. 


"Steve?" 


"| don't know what to feel any more," murmured the voice out of the darkness, heavy with emotion. "I thought 


this would make it easier to bear. But it still hurts, Bruce..." 


Bruce pulled him close, kissed him and rocked him in his arms. Steve sighed heavily, and clutched at his lover 


like a drowning man. 


"It still hurts..." 


Fourteen 


Funny things, dreams. Some cultures believe that they are a link to the afterlife; sleep as the ‘ttle death' that can 
give you a glimpse of the hereafter. Certainly most of us will have had the experience of dreaming something that 
subsequently happens, or of something happening that has been somehow foretold or hinted at while in otherwise 


peaceful slumber. 


| know he's thought long and hard about the power of the dreaming mind. We've talked about it..and he's written 
about it. Many, many times. Look.. 


Thinking of an age old dream 
Places | have never seen 
Fantasies lived time before 


Í split my brain melt through the floor 


Interesting, isn't it? 


He started up from sleep, crying out to the nightmare; visions of home and family overlaid with blood and 
death and the terror of rapine and loot. The cold stars whirled overhead as his lover tried to soothe him, quiet 
his fear and bring him back to himself. He struggled, desperate; claws of the nightmare slow to release, hooks 
of pain tearing at the mind until awareness managed to banish them - temporarily - back to their black cage 


in the mind. 


He collapsed into his blankets, breathing hard, trembling, feeling the cold sweat running down chest, back, arms, 


throat... 


They clung together, trembling a little, until desire overtook them and they buried the memories in heat and 


want, harsh panting and groans in the darkness. 

It made it bearable. For just a little longer. 

we 

They didn't return to Caer Celemnion until past the winter solstice. The company - now eroded to a little over 
twenty accompanying soldiers - had been scouring the countryside, acting on hints and rumours and finding 
their quarry more often than not. They had acquired quite a reputation, these six that fought the raiders 
wherever they were to be found; the people they defended so vigorously had taken to calling them the Men Of 


lron. 


Nicko, on hearing this, had laughed rather bitterly and agreed that it was a good name. One of their younger 


followers, wondering at the humour, had asked him why he laughed so; was not iron the strongest substance 


they knew? 


"Aye," Nicko had said, eyeing his companions as they saw to their horses, "but it's brittle, innit? You can 
smash it if you bash it often enough and hard enough...” 


The young soldier had badgered Nicko for further information, but the older man would say no more. 


Their last stop before returning to the central compound of the Atrebates was the place where Steve's village 
had once been. Their soldiers and wagons had been sent on ahead; the six men had taken this side trip at 
Nicko's insistence. Bruce had mentioned it as they approached the area but when Steve had grumbled about 
the delay he had subsided; the others had agreed with Nicko that it wasn't a bad idea, and wouldn't take all 
that much time. Bruce had decided by then, however, that if Steve didn't want to do it then neither did he. 


Nicko disagreed. 


"You have to grieve properly," the big man had insisted when Steve tried to talk him out of it, "and it won't do 
any of us any harm to be reminded why we began this little jaunt, will it? You go, alright?" 


"What was it called?" asked Bruce as Steve stood stiffly in what had been the centre of the small settlement. 
"| don't think | ever asked" 


‘Clausentum," sighed his friend, shaking his head with regret. "But it doesn't matter any more. No-one lives 
here now..and maybe they never will." 


"| don't know," said Dave, full of his usual optimism, peering past some of the ruins toward the river, "it's a 


good spot. Maybe people will come here again. Be foolish not to, really.” 


Steve shrugged, turned then strode away down the path toward where his home had been, steps measured 
and gaze fixed firmly on the ground. Bruce waved the others away to their own explorations, and hurried after 


him. 
"Steve?" 


His lover ignored him, pulling his travel stained cloak tighter around his shoulders and staring at the burned 
timbers scattered haphazardly on the ground, attempting to orient himself in the place he had once called 
home. In the months since the raid the weather had taken away a great deal of the evidence; new growth had 
covered the scarred ground, nature beginning the long process of reclaiming the tragic ruins. He paced a little 
further, cocked his head, turned a touch more to the river and walked a few extra steps before stopping in 
front of a pile of timbers that looked, to Bruce, much like all the others. 


"Here." 


"You sure?" 


Steve shot him a swift glare then returned to staring at the pile. Eventually he spoke, and Bruce had to strain 
to hear the words. "What happened to them?" he asked, softly. 


Bruce stood beside him, almost close enough to touch but not quite. "Who?" 
Stupid question, Bruce. 
"Did you bury them?" 


Bruce was silent, thinking back to the day that they had found the ruined settlement, led to it by the columns 


of smoke staining the blue sky of that summer morning so long ago. 

"| didn't. | think Dave and Adrian might --" 

"We did," said a new voice. Janick. Steve looked across at the man he'd come to trust, and nodded slowly. 

"Do you remember this place?" 

Janick nodded yes in reply. Out of the dusk drifted the rest of the band, their feet carrying them almost 
unconsciously to the spot where their brother was experiencing so much pain Steve took a deep breath, 
pushing past the grief that constricted his chest with agonising bands of iron. 

"Do you?" 

"This particular place? You're sure?" 


"Yes." 


"There was a woman," replied Janick, voice heavy with sympathy for his brother's pain, "and a child. She'd 
fought them, | think.she was a brave lady, your woman. She hadn't given in" 


"You're sure?" 
‘| never forget. | remember them all" 


"She thought | was coming back," said Steve, trying hard, so, so hard to stop the threatening tears. He failed, 
and a small sob forced its way past the thick, cold lump in his chest. 


"She probably," added another voice, this one from so much closer that it could only come from Bruce, 


"thought you were already dead. They reached this end of the village last." 


"She fought them anyway," sighed Janick. 


"And she died. They both did" Steve's voice was hoarse now, little more than a whisper. 


Bruce put his arms around him, and the others crowded close; no more was said for a little while as Steve 


shook with the force of remembrance, torn by the memories. 

"Come with me," said Janick, plucking gently at Steve's cloak. 

He cocked his head, red rimmed eyes asking why in place of his grief stolen voice. 
Mamea 


Janick led them to the outskirts of what had been the village, and pointed at an area of ground that was a 
little less thickly covered by vegetation than the area around it. He pointed to it, then shrugged as he realised 
that Steve knew full well what he was looking at. 


"There. That's where we buried them. | know it's not as good as an individual grave but.." his voice tailed off. 


Steve let out a huge sigh, breath condensing whitely in the still, cold air. Something inside him that he hadn't 
realised was there had broken; a tension was suddenly gone. It wasn't that he felt better, exactly, more that 


the world was now different, yet another shape from that which he'd become accustomed to. 


The sound of boots hurrying back to his side made him turn, only to see Dave's broad face, pink with exertion, 
as the man held out something white to his grieving brother. 


"| noticed them as we rode in My sister used to love them." his voice faded and he shrugged. "Thought you 
might appreciate it" 


Steve accepted the little bundle of snowdrops silently. They were ever the first flowers to appear, although 
these were early even by the standards of the brave little bloom. His wife had always made her way to the 
sheltered south facing grove that Dave had spotted after the winter solstice to check if they had burst 
through the frozen ground, she would have been delighted to have found them so early this year. He sighed 
gently, knelt and laid them on the disturbed earth of the mass grave. 


"Rest in peace, my love," he murmured quietly, although his friends all heard him. 

Rising, he looked up in surprise as something brushed his cheek gently. Snow. It was snowing. She'd always loved 
the snow, even though it made their lives harder; he had a flash of memory from last winter, a brief vision 
of his love, heavily pregnant and wrapped up against the biting cold but with an impish grin on her face as she 


bundled up a handful of snow prior to throwing it at him. He smiled up at the sky. 


"Time to go," he said. 


~ Ke 

The snow had thickened and was almost a blizzard by the time they arrived at the gates of Caer Celemnion 
The guards hurried to open them, cursing the cold damp that made the gates stick and judder on their stiff 
bearings, inanimate object apparently unwilling to allow the visitors inside. As soon as they were sufficiently 
open to allow it the company swept through, milling around the courtyard in relief at being home until order 
was restored by the huge voiced sergeants under Nicko's command. 

A disturbance at the doorway to the main hall and Epaticcus could be seen struggling through the snow 
toward them, accompanied this time not only by his painted boys but by another young man, hard faced and 


scowling. 


"Heads up, gents," muttered Nicko, "I've heard about this one. Name of Blaze..after a bit of our fortune and 
glory, what?" 


"Great," grumbled Bruce, dismounting lightly and striding forward to meet their hosts. Steve exchanged glances 
with Janick; despite everything, the pair of them still didn't have a huge amount of time for the posturing of 


noblemen. 


"Disperse them to quarters, Nicko," snapped Epaticcus, flicking his hand at the small crowd of soldiers behind 


them, "then come into the hall. We have much to discuss..in the warmth, dammit!" 


The chieftain turned on his heel and rushed away once more, companions twittering in his wake like songbirds 


caught in a net. Blaze, however, waited for Bruce to reach him then caught his arm firmly. 

"We need to talk, | think" 

Blaze's square stance and hard gaze wilted a little when the rest of the men gathered around him. 

"Oh yes?" loomed Nicko out of the dimness, presence at odds with his tone. 

| thought that's what we were going in for," said Dave cheerfully. 

"It is what we were going in for," replied Adrian, stressing the ‘we' and staring hard at Blaze. 

Steve, still in full armour with his thick, furred cloak beginning to pile up with snow, simply stood a pace behind 
Bruce's shoulder and watched Blaze carefully. Janick did the same, and Blaze appeared to find the silent 


scrutiny more unnerving than Adrian's outright hostility. 


"Come on," sighed Nicko eventually, "it's cold We can make each other feel uncomfortable much more 
effectively indoors.” 


Blaze shook himself slightly, and waved the company on; Steve turned as they reached the doorway, and took a 


last long look out across the courtyard. No noise bar the whisper of the thickly falling snow, and the light had 
almost been squeezed to nothing by the lowering, slate grey stormclouds. He wondered if it were an omen, and 


shivered a little before turning and following his brothers down the corridor. 


Fifteen 


Dont you think Im a saviour? 
Dont you think | can save you? 
Dont you think | can save your life? 


its very easy to get fixated on a person - especially if you are, fo coin a phrase, in love! 


But sometimes, by doing that you might miss the fact that there are other very, very special people around you, 
offen right under your nose. 


| think what Im trying fo say is..never close any doors. You never know who might come walking right through 
them. 


Steve made himself comfortable in the big carved chair in front of the fire, watching Blaze and Bruce arguing 
fiercely. The others were all doing the same; Janick, Dave and Adrian stretched onto a settle, basking in the 
warmth of the roaring fire, Nicko leaned on the wall, face unreadable as he stared at the flames. Epaticcus 
squatted like a toad in another chair, pulled as close to the fire as possible; he watched with wicked little eyes 
as the two men shouted at each other. 


A young woman, as wrapped in furs as everyone else, made the rounds of the room and passed out mugs of 
mulled wine. Steve recognised her as one of the ‘Egyptian twins from the summer; he smiled at her when she 
passed him his mug and was rewarded with a saucy wink When she reached Nicko, he leaned and whispered 

something in her ear, she gave him a swift, concerned look then nodded sharply before hurrying back off into 


the darkness. 


Bruce took a swig and ignored Blaze for a moment, staring hard at the ugly little chieftain warming himself by 
the fire. 


"Well, cousin. Heating not working?" 


Epaticcus shrugged. "Not in here, not anymore. Can't get the tiles for the heating ducts..we could send to 
Rome for a few engineers but somehow | doubt they'd come." 


"The baths still work?" 
"OF course.” 


Blaze was on his toes. "We don't need Roman engineers! We can do it all ourselves. We have no need of --" 


"Has he always been an imbecile or did he have to practice?" 

Blaze drew his sword with an angry flourish and advanced on Bruce. Before he had taken more than a single 
pace he found a sword point at his throat, even Steve, as familiar with Bruce's sword style as he was, was 
impressed. He hadn't even seen Bruce move. 

"Back off," breathed Bruce, eyes bright. 

Blaze, startled, did so. Epaticcus gave a wicked chuckle. 

"This is all very well," said Nicko, still staring at the flames, "but | assume there's a good bloody reason you're 


dangling this annoying pup in front of us. And no," he added, as Blaze turned furious eyes To the older man, 
"don't even think about it. l'm not as fast as he is but | could gut you where you stand. So wind your neck in. 


Now. 
The youngster rocked back on his heels and looked helplessly at the fat little chieftain, who shrugged. 


"Much as | would like to string this out further and watch you all posture and intimidate each other | suppose 


| had better get to the point" 

"It would be appreciated," snapped Bruce. 

"The point is Vortigern. The High King, remember him?" 

Bruce looked a little uneasy, and exchanged glances with a decidedly grim faced Nicko. 
"Of course. What does he want?" 

"You. He would like a little word with you." 


A new voice cut through the sudden, heavy silence. "You haven't told them the whole truth, Epaticcus. If my 
husband were alive he would undoubtedly take you severely to task for this." 


"But he is not," sighed the fat man, "and so it is you that must spoil my fun, Donia of the line of Callauni.” 
Every man turned to see the new arrival; well bundled against the cold it took Steve a few moments to 
recognise the widow Callauni, Nicko's consort from the summer. She greeted each man gravely, dropping a 
respectful little curtsey to Steve. He took her hands and bowed in return, smiling at the ever present twinkle 
in her grey eyes. 


"I hear you have been putting my gifts to good use," she said quietly. 


"It would have been a shame to waste them, my lady," replied Steve in his usual grave fashion, which made 


her laugh. 

"Stop flirting, Donia. | suppose you want to just give it to them bluntly?" 

"It is only polite to do so." She turned to Bruce, turning her back on Blaze and his patron 

"My lady?" 

"Vortigern is concerned. One minute his advisors are telling him that the raiders present a minimal threat to 
his - and Albion's - security, then he begins to hear wild tales of your small army riding through the 
countryside seemingly routing invaders at every turn. The city people are getting upset, they believe that an 


invasion may be imminent. Vortigern is getting mixed messages, so he wants to see you. All of you." 


"We can't stop now," said Dave, brow furrowed. "We've still got to mop up the ones who've dug in for the 


winter. We only came back to resupply." 

"Bruce and | --" began Nicko, but Steve cut him short. 

"We can't spare you, Nicko. Bruce can go..and Adrian, | think We can manage until they return" 

The look Bruce shot him was stricken, but he kept his gaze steady. 

"The High King has demanded that you go," sputtered Blaze, "so go!" 

Steve regarded him calmly. "We're just protecting what's his. Bruce can explain the whole situation, and Adrian 
is a strong enough fighter to protect him in an emergency. The rest of us can lead a fifty man force 
effectively enough that the High King can be certain that his lands will be clear of raiders come the spring." 
"But -—" 

‘No buts," said Bruce shortly, "that's the plan. Epaticcus?" 

The little man raised his hands in defeat. "You can have the soldiers. On one condition" 

"Oh aye?" replied Nicko. "I don't think we're going to like this, lads." 

'| don't care," snapped the chieftain "You're taking Blaze with you." 

ine 

The argument had continued for several hours until the widow Callauni had finally rounded them all up and sent 


the travellers - like a group of small boys - away to the baths and hence to bed, in order that Bruce and 


Adrian could be rested before beginning their long journey to Londinium in the morning. One of her tasks as 


she had made her way to the meeting hall, summoned by Nicko's word in the serving girl's ear, had been to 
order the slaves to fire up the furnaces that heated the steam room and the baths. The wily soldier was well 
aware of her standing within the tribe; her late husband had been the previous chieftain, as had her own 
father before him. She was, therefore, not without some influence; she also had a wise head on her shoulders, 
and was quite prepared to be the group's spokesman within the murky world of tribal politics. 

"You canny old devil," Bruce told Nicko, as they disrobed for the steam room. 

"Who, me?" 

Bruce just snorted at Nicko's expression of wounded innocence. 

When the men went to move from the steam to the cold plunge, Steve placed a hand on Bruce's wrist and 
stopped him. He kept his eyes closed, apparently bonelessly relaxed..except for a grip tight enough to make 


Bruce's wrist squeak 


"Steve?" asked Dave. Steve opened his eyes the merest crack, acknowledging apparently for the first time the 


presence of the other man in the dim, moist atmosphere. 

"We'll catch you up," he said to Dave with a nod. Dave just rolled his eyes, and followed the others out. 

"Don't make too much noise," was his parting shot. 

He released Bruce's wrist, sat forward with eyes now fully open. Bruce stood before him, arms folded, eyebrow 
raised. His hair clung damply to his shoulders and neck; the edges of his muscles caught the dim light, throwing 
it back in a dull gleam that bespoke the power lying beneath the skin of the trim body. Steve simply looked at 
him, dark eyes wide with emotion 

"What?" 

"How long will you be gone?" 

"Does it matter?" 

"Of course it matters. I'll be alone.." 

"You won't. You'll have Nicko, Dave and Janick" 

"The only person who can stop the nightmares is you, Bruce." 

He reached out, traced the tight muscles in the abdomen before him. Bruce sucked in a breath, feeling a 


stirring in his groin, he closed his eyes, tipped his head back and simply lost himself in the sensation of those 


hardened, callused finger pads - so different from those of a woman - stroking almost absently across his 


overheated skin. Once upon a time he would have been horrified to discover such feelings within himself; the 
terrors he had been through had, however, stripped all delusion from him. You took what pleasure you could, 
enjoyed what comfort and peace you could find wherever it was to be discovered; picking and choosing were 


niceties reserved for those not constantly fighting for their lives. 


Steve pulled him close, and for a while they simply clung to each other. Steve nuzzled into Bruce's stomach, 
surrounding himself with the scent and the feel of the man, Bruce stroked the dark, curly hair absently, his 


own eyes closed as he imprinted this scene on his mind. 


Steve's desperate clinging changed, and Bruce felt desire stir once more as fingers began to stroke, and gentle 
kisses to be placed over his stomach and lower, to his thighs then back up to his hips. He braced his palms on 
Steve's shoulders, breathed deeply, and relaxed into the sensations. 


When Steve drew him into his mouth, then, he wasn't surprised; just let out a long, sighing groan of pleasure 
as the heat and suction slowly massaged its way up and down, rippling across his nerve endings and lighting a 
fire at the base of his spine. He fought the urge to simply thrust into that enthusiastic cavern, stilled his hips 
and waited to see what would happen next. 


One hand grasped his balls firmly but still gently, oh, such a gentle touch..supporting and enveloping, squeezing 
until he gasped for the white heat of ecstasy it brought him. Another hand nudged between his thighs while 
the mouth worked on, licking him to new, trembling heights; using the oil running from his body mixed with 
sweat Steve began to finger fuck him, gently at first but increasing in tempo until Bruce's whole body was 
shuddering. 


No longer able to hold back he clutched at Steve's head, gasping; the mouth plunged on him once, again, and he 
cried aloud as he shot his seed into his lover. The suction increased, drawing him in and focusing all the 


sensation on one white hot point, pulling at his senses until he could feel nothing else. 

Grey fog descended, and if Steve hadn't wrapped his arms around him he would have fallen. He pulled him down 
onto the bench and folded him into his embrace, stroking his hair and back, mumbling soft words over him as 
he soothed his exhausted lover. They remained so, curled in each other's arms, until Bruce's trembling 
subsided and he looked up with a somewhat weak smile. 

"Wow." 

Steve chuckled 

Bruce sighed. "Come on. We stink..| feel the need for a good long soak." 

He rose, pulling Steve up after him, for a moment they just held each other tightly, pressing against each 


other, feeling the thrum of the life within each body, relishing the pulse that could be felt beating under their 


skin. 


By the time they had scraped clean, plunged in the cold and made their way through to the warm pool the 
others were on the point of leaving. Janick and Nicko made their way off to bed, wishing their companions 
sweet dreams; they knew that there would be some pain on the breaking up of the two pairs, but it couldn't 
be avoided. Steve had been right, however reluctantly, Bruce and Adrian were indeed the most suitable 


representatives to make the trip, a perfect mix of fire and control to get their point across. 

Provided, of course, that someone was listening... 

Dave relaxed in Adrian's arms while Bruce and Steve attended to washing their hair and got comfortable. They 
leaned their heads together, temple to temple, eyes closed, neither of them speaking or moving, seemingly 
content with just the close contact. It looked for all the world as though they were communicating silently..and 
who am I fo think that they are not? Steve asked himself as he and Bruce settled in the warm water and, 
finally, began to relax. Steve watched the lazy patterns of steam rising, obscuring and revealing the patterns 
on the bluish-green tiles until it felt as though they were isolated in some strange, underwater grotto. / must 
hold this peace in my heart.. 

"We leave at dawn," said Adrian quietly, breaking the silence almost rudely, and Bruce nodded. 


"So soon?" asked Dave, and Steve heard in his voice the same pain he was feeling. 


"Sooner we leave," replied his lover flatly, "the sooner we return. Its a good four days hard ride just to get 


there --" 
"Then we've got to get in, get Vortigern's attention," added Bruce gloomily. 


| don't think that'll be a problem," snorted Steve, twisting his neck in the sheer enjoyment of clean, warm 


water after so long on the road. 
"Perhaps," agreed Adrian, moodily, "I just hope he doesn't do anything --" 
"Rash," supplied Bruce, and Adrian nodded. 
The four men were quiet for a moment 


"The widow Callauni said she'd arrange supplies and horses for the trip," said Dave finally, clearly trying to find 
something - anything - to feel cheerful about. 


Bruce simply nodded, and reached out under the water to pull Steve into his arms. The dread of parting was 
clearly beginning to affect him, too. 


"Come on then," said Dave, almost abruptly, "if you're away so early we both need rest. See you in the 


morning, Steve, Bruce." 


With that, they left. Bruce shook his head ruefully. 
"Keep an eye on Davey for us, will you? l'm worried about him." 


Steve released a long, long breath, stirring the steam to giddy swirls above the slowly flowing water. "Yeah. But 


| guess welll all be worrying until your return, won't we?" 

Bruce said nothing, just held Steve tighter and sighed into his neck 

"Yeah," he finally agreed, so softly that Steve almost wasn't sure he'd spoken at all 
"HII be fine. 

"Yeah" 


They both subsided once more, clutching each other tightly in the warm dark, hoping that the morning would 
never come..or that when it did, that there would be another way. Even though they were both aware that it 
wasn't possible, not possible at all; nevertheless, they hoped. They silently made their way to their quarters, 
dried and wrapped in warm blankets; still without a word they curled together, listening to each other's hearts, 


storing up the memories of scent, taste, shape, shadow.,just in case. 


And in the vain hope that none of it would be necessary they held each other throughout the long, cold night, 


and waited for the dawn. 


Sixteen 


We happily wrap ourselves in our own minds and experiences, and often forget that we are not the only ones with 
an interest in our own welfare. Its all too easy to get carried away with high ideals and sweeping plans, and we 
offen need someone slightly more grounded in reality to grasp us firmly by the earlobe and drag us back to ground 


level 


We don't always pay attention, of course, and thats when the people we love get hurt. You think we'd have figured 
that out by now, wouldn't you? 


It was a solemn group that gathered in the courtyard at dawn. Everyone was speaking in hushed tones, the 
almost-whispers of those that must rise before the sun; the horses shifted and snorted, blowing great clouds 
of hay-scented mist into the icy morning air and swishing winter-heavy tails in irritation at being roused so 
early. Mules had been packed with the essentials, and instead of the great war horses Bruce and Adrian had 


been equipped with rangier animals, capable of covering great distances at speed without tiring. 


Steve finished his examination of Bruce's mount, putting its hoof back on the ground and straightening up with 


a pat to its muscular neck. 


"Happy?" asked Bruce with a wry smile. For all that he had learned to manage for himself since the beginning 
of his self imposed crusade, it still amused him to see how his companion had to check everything himself. 
Bruce was accustomed to trusting the work of grooms, stablemen and other servants; Steve was not. 


"It Il do," murmured Steve. 

They waited, shoulder to shoulder, conversation unnecessary but each relishing the closeness of the other, a 
short distance away Dave and Adrian were doing the same, but they were exchanging final words in hurried 
whispers. Nicko and Janick stood somewhat apart, wrapped tightly in cloaks and observing without comment; 
there seemed little left to say. Their planning would begin once the riders left, organising the gathering of men 
and animals, supplies and weapons, routes and tactics and strategy. 

Bruce looked up at the sky. Thin, high mackerel clouds arched across the robin's egg blue, streaked with gold 
and salmon pink as the sun made its appearance over the horizon. No more snow was expected; the hard frost 
meant that travelling shouldn't be too hard. 

Physically, at least. 

"Time to go," he said quietly. 


Without another word the two men swung aboard the horses, turned them; the gates began their groaning 


protest as they were dragged open, and the men rode forward without so much as a single glance back. Steve 
moved to Dave's side, folded his arms; the blonde was somewhat red-eyed, and watched the riders depart with 
face held tight, betraying no outward emotion 

The noise and stir of the rider's departure faded, and the morning quiet descended once more on the coldly 
bright, sunlit courtyard. Steve sighed, and turned to rejoin the others already making their way inside to the 
warmth. A soft voice stopped him. 

"Steve." 

"My lady Callauni. Good morning." 

She cocked an eyebrow at him, expression wry with understanding. "Good? Not for you, | suspect” 

He turned away and snorted, breath pluming golden in the early light. Nicko crunched across the frozen snow 
and bowed to the shorter woman, laying a gallant kiss on the back of her hand. Her eyes warmed, and she 
laughed softly. 

"You old charmer. May | borrow your comrade for a few hours?" 

"Of course. Behave yourself, Steve, this is a respectable lady. None o' your naughty old tricks, now!" 

He tried to look wounded, but really wasn't in the mood for playing up to Nicko. He settled for a shrug, and was 
actually grateful when his female companion stepped up and tapped Nicko sharply on the end of his nose, as 
you would scold a very young puppy. 


"Stop. You be gentle, or we shall have words, Nicko of the Iclingas. | shall return him without harm." 


Nicko stepped back and rubbed his nose, more than a little startled by the lady's action "See that you do!" was 
all he could think of to say. 


She took Steve's arm and steered him away from his friends, leading him across the courtyard toward a 
group of buildings he had not, as yet, seen the inside of. He was still chuckling under his breath, amused by 
the sight of his ebullient friend cowed by a woman half his size. Not something you saw every day, and a 


memory to be savoured in darker times, perhaps. 


"Walk with me a while, Steve of the line of Harris," she murmured, and surprised by the oddly formal proposal 
Steve turned to her. She simply smiled, rather enigmatically. 


"My lady, | shall" 


"And stop calling me my lady," she chuckled, voice back to its normal bantering tone. "It makes me feel old” 


"What should | say, then?" he asked, feeling all of a sudden uneasy with her solo company. In his eyes, she was 
rather a grand lady; not just the simple widow woman Nicko had made her out to be earlier that summer. 


"Call me Donia. It's my given name, after all” 


"I will,” he replied, and they walked on for a while in silence. They passed a variety of buildings, some crumbling, 
some patched and some new; a market, the few visible traders busy despite the snowy weather and the early 
hour, and eventually emerged by the stockade of the outer defences. She led him a little further, to a set of 
solid looking steps leading up to the parapet, taking her lead he followed her up until they stood on the very 
top, looking out over the white blanketed countryside. This ledge stretched the whole way around the town, 
guards could patrol the entire perimeter without being hampered by the commercial and social life happening 
below their feet. Steve touched the timbers of the stockade with some awe; they were absolutely Auge. He'd 


never seen trees this big. 

He gave up his examination of the fabric of the defensive wall and strained his eyes in an effort to spot 
Adrian and Bruce, but by now they were out of sight amongst the scattered copses of the surrounding 
farmland. 

"How long were you married?" she asked suddenly. Steve blinked. 

"Three years," he eventually replied, staring out over the miles toward his old home. Why was she bringing 
this up? Important as it was to him it had no bearing on their current situation, it was still too fresh a wound 
for him to want to discuss it, with her or with anyone. It was..a private pain 


"Ah," and she breathed a soft noise of sympathy. "Your first child had been born?" 


Steve said nothing, just bared his teeth into the biting wind and tried to pretend that his eyes were watering 


because of the cold and the brilliant white glare from the sun on snow. 

She suddenly changed tack, apparently working out that she would get nothing from her probing into the life he 
had once led. "How old do you think | am?" she asked, her voice still carrying that merry sound he had become 
used to. 

Steve shook his head, confused and hurt. "What are you talking about? Where is all this going?" 

She raised a finger and smiled rather sadly. "Indulge an old woman, Steve. I'll get there.” 


He hissed through his teeth in exasperation and looked her over more closely. "Oh, | don't know..forty?" 


She laughed gently. "I knew there was a reason | liked you. No, if | see this summer out | will be fifty five 
years old. Does that surprise you?" 


He just stared. Yes it surprised him.he'd known fifty year old women back at home who were toothless hags; 


this woman was obviously past her child bearing years but was as sharp and vital as ever..in many ways, if 
Nicko's smug tales were to be believed. 


"| was first married very young. | was fifteen..and | was in love. Ah, so in love!" She laughed, tossing her hair 
back. Her eyes sparkled, and with sudden insight he saw in her face the beauty she had undoubtedly possessed 
when she was young; her beauty now was of a different order altogether, matured and experienced, tempered 
by the passage of the years with all the joy and grief they had contained. Each line carried a memory, an 
occasion that had caused her laughter or tears; the years were layered to view, for all that they lay lightly. 


| was born to the family of the chieftain, but | was the youngest child; four older brothers and three older 
sisters ensured that | was indulged by my father. | wasn’t needed to rule, or to cement alliances with my 
wedded obedience so when | fell for a handsome young huntsman my father, for all that he wanted me to set 


my sights higher, gave us his blessing." 


She sighed, a melancholy shadow falling over her face. "This was the early spring. The blackthorn was bright 
with white blossom and the green was returning to the forest, | was in love and all was right with the world 
By the summer | was pregnant. By the autumn | was the happiest woman alive, blooming and so sure that my 


life was proceeding as it should. | sang like a lark, and felt that nothing and no-one could touch that happiness." 


She shook her head then turned to Steve. "Then the boar hunting started, and it was all a very fine thing; until 
the day they brought him back on a stretcher made from their spears, bleeding to death slowly and 
unconscious from the beast that had broken his weapon and mauled him. He never awoke, and died in my arms 


a day later." 


Steve turned to her, touched by the agony still so evident in her voice; gripped the hands she held out to him, 
reaching out almost blindly in her grief. He could feel her trembling; all these years of distance, and the pain 
still tore at her this badly. 


"| wanted to die. | returned to my father's house and sat in a corner, turned my face to the wall and howled in 
my pain. My family despaired, and in the spring | was delivered of a son They all thought he would die, and | 


cared not." 


She gripped his hands tighter, shaking them for emphasis while staring hard into his eyes. "/ know what it is fo 
lose everything you love. But my son survived, and | cared for him after a fashion with the aid of my sisters, 
and the following spring an older man began to find me on my walks around this very palisade at right, 

carrying my child and wondering if | had the strength of mind to throw myself over. By the time my son was 


walking | had decided to live again, and | married my midnight companion" 


She smiled fondly and looked out over the stockade. "He was Elafius, and the love we shared was more..mature. 
He became the chieftain in the fullness of time, and we had a brood of children together; we were happy 
enough, in our way. | miss him..he's been gone five years, and | still listen for his footfall when | walk this 


route at night." 


She looked at Steve, appearing to expect him to have taken some significance from her speech. He shook his 


head. 

| don't know what this has to do with me --" 

She sighed, disappointed. "The point, my friend, is that we endure. We pass through these pains and we survive. 
Giving up is very tempting, but you never know what might be around the corner. You might have lost 
everything, but what have you gained?" 

Gained? "Revenge." 

His voice was as cold and sharp as the wind that whistled through the sharpened stakes at the top of the 
stockade, merciless and savage. His companion shook his hands again, creasing her brow and adopting a scolding 


tone. 


"Nol The six of you have created a bond that will become legendary. You take comfort from them as if they 


were brothers, do you not?" 

Well Almost brotherly.. "I suppose so, yes" 

"And you have a special relationship with the heir to the Catevellauni, dont you?" 

The heir..? 

Steve looked startled, and Donia's face fell. "Oh dear. He hasn't told you that, has he?" 

"No," he replied, rather proud of the fact that his voice remained steady, "he hasn't! 

"Ah well she sighed. "No matter. My point is, | suppose, that you are discovering that life goes on; there are 
still pleasures to be taken and experiences to be had. Adventure, too; but if you continue with this plan of 


action you will all be killed And that would be a bigger tragedy than you may realise." 


Steve smiled; her tone of voice had shaded to that of a mother fretting about her children, and the concern 


gleamed warm in her eyes. 
"If that's the way its got to be, Donia.” 


"But it doesn't. Don't you see?" She huffed at Steve's stubborn expression, suddenly mulish. "You do, but you 
won't admit it to me! | tell you, my lad, l'm so very tired of seeing young men getting themselves killed for an 
ideal. I've lost sons to such a thing, and seen other women lose husbands, brothers, fathers..you have your 


revenge. Now let it rest" 


Her words spun around him like a swarm of bees. He turned away, took three swift paces and turned, gripping 


the top of the stockade tightly as his head whirled, threatening to throw him to the ground in confusion. Could 
it really be that simple? Was it possible that he and Bruce - and his other brothers - could find wives and 
settle down somewhere together, in peace, build homes, raise families? 

The idea tore at him seductively, whispering descriptions of pastoral scenes into his willing ears. Passing the 
armour to a son. Handing a daughter to a suitor. Playing with children and maybe even dandling grandchildren 
on his knee before he died..winters telling stories, summers spent living and loving and.. 

He remembered the young Viking, hanging from his bonds in a welter of blood and filth, struggling to contain 
his weeping as the dark man approached him, knowing that death walked there too. There could be no going 
back after that; the truth was that Bruce would never stop until he had avenged an entire tribe, Janick would 
grieve his wife until the day he died, and Adrian and Dave had nowhere to go and no-one to turn to. The only 
things left were revenge, and each other. 

The glorious dream was just that, whatever Donia believed. 

He rubbed a hand across his eyes. Blood and death was all that remained to them. 

‘| can't, Donia. | truly can’t." 

She walked to him and to his surprise pulled him into an embrace, wrapping her arms about him tightly and 
hiding her face in his neck. He felt tears against his skin, and stroked her hair whilst murmuring gentle noises 
of comfort to her, roles unexpectedly reversed She shook, struggling to drag her emotions under control until 
eventually she stood back, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. 

‘lm an old fool. But | had to try." 


He nodded in understanding, and she heaved an enormous sigh. 


"There is one thing | would like to show you before | return you to your plans," she said, seizing his hand and 
almost dragging him back to the top of the steps. 


Her pace was swift as she headed back across the town, greeting acquaintances hurriedly and chivvying Steve 


along if he lagged. 

"What's the rush?" he laughed, when she turned to scold him again 

"You'll see. | got my housekeeper to clear it when | left, so it should be ready when we return’ 
He frowned. Clear what? What new and unsettling revelation awaited him now? 


"Don't look so worried," she chuckled, as the dread was clear and evident on his face, "I think you'll like it” 


He huffed with exasperation, and decided to change the subject in an effort to slow down her excited trot. 
"Where does Blaze come into all this? Why does Epaticcus want us to take him with us?" 


She slowed her pace and considered his question carefully before answering, but there was still a sharp note 
of censure in her voice. "Blaze has a good heart. | know he seems foolish but he's young, a child of..privilege. 


The experience will do him good." 


Oh yes? Sounded like he may have struck a nerve there. He pushed the advantage, and Steve slowed their pace 
still further until they were merely ambling through the streets. "We won't have the time to look after him; 
you know how we operate, Donia Fast and hard, catching the raiders when they least expect us. This next 


campaign is going to be a little different, | know; but we won't have the time to be caring for a spoilt little rich 


boy. 


She shot him a sideways glance. "He can fight and take orders well enough. In the field you'll have no trouble 


with him. His grandfather and | --" 


Steve planted his heels, stopping suddenly and swinging her around to face him. He attempted to keep his 


expression severe, but knew that his mouth was twitching at the corners even as he spoke. 
"Donial Are you abusing your relationship with us to get a naughty child out of the way?" 
She placed her hands on her hips and glared back, even as a blush began to creep across her cheeks. "No!" 


He folded his arms and shot her a sideways, playful glance of disbelief and she huffed, half amused and half 


embarrassed. 
"Well..." 
"Ah!" 


"No. But Blaze is my grandson, yes. And he's a little too fiery to be confined around here; he longs to be out 


carving a name for himself in the world. | was hoping..." 


Her voice trailed off, and Steve could see the pain etched across her features. He took pity on her and stepped 


in, wrapping a comradely arm around her shoulders as they resumed their walk across the compound. 

She sighed and continued. "| was hoping that if he was in the company of men | trusted that he might actually 
come home. Were he simply to ride out searching for raiders,’ she shrugged, "we would be lucky to find his 
bones. He needs wiser heads to direct his energies." 


Steve shook his head. "I can't promise anything, Donia" 


"| know that." 


They stopped on the threshold of a fine house; roman built, it had the pale fagade so common in the larger 
towns and obviously looked inward to the central courtyard, or atrium. Apart from several tribal icons 
discreetly displayed over the doorway it was unadorned, but the fact that other buildings stood back from it 
and the beautiful state of repair marked it out as a very high status building indeed. 


Donia smiled over her shoulder. "Welcome to my father's house," she said, waving him across the doorstep and 


into a large, marble-floored hallway, "my home." 


Seventeen 


Coincidences. Theyre all around us, all the time; synchronicity, some people call it. The best description of 
synchronicity Ive ever heard is that it is proof that God is paying attention’ 


Well../m no God-botherer. Im not sure what I believe, fo fell you the honest truth Not when it comes to religion, 
anyway. 

But coincidence? Oh yeah Perhaps the Universe really does pay attention fo us, ridiculous bald apes that we are; 
perhaps our emotions and - | suppose this is as good a word as any - ‘souls’ are bright enough to catch the 


attention of a living entity big enough to hold all of creation 


Sounds arrogant, doesn't it? But the way things have been recently, it doesnt sound nearly as daft to me as it 


once would have done.. 


They entered the building, and were immediately - if politely - swarmed with servants who took their cloaks 
and passed them hot drinks, passing them both finer, indoor fur robes to keep out the all pervading bitter chill. 


"My staff," said Donia wryly, "apparently feel that | am incapable of looking after myself. Therefore, they 
hound my every step to ensure that | am not freezing to death, about to trip, or do anything that might 
damage their standing within the community.” 

"My lady is a little waspish when she is cold," smiled an older man, who had brought them the robes. 


"Gareth worries too much," she grumbled, falling somewhat short of the severe tone she had been trying for. 


Steve shook his head at the bantering between master and servant. Despite the words it was very clear that 


the household adored its mistress; from what he was beginning to learn of her, Steve wasn't surprised. 
"He's here to see the mosaic?" asked the older man, surprising their visitor. 

Donia nodded. 

"Aye," continued the steward shrewdly, "and I'm not surprised, at that. He's got the look about him, all right" 
"Off," she growled, with mock ferocity, "gossiping old man. Make ready." 


Gareth sketched an elegant bow and left the room, leaving behind his page to keep an eye on the mistress and 
her visitor. Donia chuckled softly. 


"| do think that man was a mother hen in another life. But he's a marvellous organiser; father bought him 
when he was ten years old, and he's been looking after us all ever since. He's a freeman now, of course..which 
is why we get these impertinent comments. But | like my staff to show a little spirit. Otherwise life would be 
so dull, don't you think?" 


Steve, not entirely sure how to respond, took a sip of his drink and was immediately overtaken by a fit of 
coughing as the rich fumes curled into his lungs and scorched up his nose, and the liquor wound a fiery trail 
into his stomach. The page, a young lad of no more than fifteen with big blue eyes and flaxen hair, banged him 
on the back discreetly. 

"Thank you Kent, that will be all. | believe my little concoction should be doing its work now." 

She was grinning at him impishly, and Steve rolled his eyes as he straightened. 

"Dear gods, what's in that stuff? Thank you lad, I'm fine.” 

The boy gave Steve another concerned look, then bowed to Donia and scampered away. 

"A little of that raw spirit the Irish brew, steeped in sloes for a year. Mulling spices and a little red wine, 
heated and with some of the summer's apples mixed; it's perfect to clear the tubes on a winter's day, don't 
you think?" 

Steve eyed his steaming mug with a little more respect. "I'll say. Who's the boy?" 

She sighed, and tucked her arm through his as she began to guide him through the impressive hallway of her 
home. "Ah, it's a sad tale. Gareth was running an errand for me to Aquae Sulis and found the poor creature 
huddling under a bush; some ten years ago this would have been. He'd lost his home and family...” 

"Raiders," said Steve grimly. 

"Aye," she agreed softly, "taken them all, as they do; all dead not a mile away. The shock of it scared the wits 
clean from the lad's head, or so the doctors said. But he's clean about his person, gentle and biddable, so we 
look after him here. He's a wonder with animals, can whistle the birds from the trees." 

"Is good of you to keep him" 

"He's a human being. And I'm not about to see a lad starve because he's a little different, not when I've got 
plenty. He earns his keep, mind, as do all here. Now," and she steered him down a corridor, then out into an 
elegant cloister surrounding what would, in the summer, be a very pleasant little atrium. "What | want to show 


you is this way. It's in a part of the house we don't use in the winter..." 


"Because of the heating?" 


"Yes. And altering it to put in sufficient fireplaces would damage it, so we use it in the summer and use the 


winter for what repairs we can." 

They stopped in front of set of fine wood and glass doors, through which Steve could see a pack of servants 
beavering away. Donia carefully pushed one door open, and the pair of them slipped in. The staff stepped away, 
bowed and left quietly; only Gareth the steward remained, blocking Steve's view. He raised a torch, which 
supplemented the light coming from a set of greenish glazed windows set in the slope of the roof; the 
architecture alone was enough to take Steve's breath away, and he wondered what the hell was about to jump 
up and surprise him now. 

"Gareth." 

"Just checking, my lady." 


The steward stepped aside, waving Steve's attention to the floor. He stood and looked at it, cocking his head 


curiously until his brain sorted out the complicated pattern of tesserae, and he gasped a muted curse. 
"My grandfather had the last Rome-trained mosaic artist lay this before he followed the legions home," she 
said softly, lifting the torch from Gareth and angling it to give Steve a clearer view. "It features the last 


commander of Albion, his appointed local successor..and the greatest hero of the time." 


Steve knelt on the bitingly cold floor and ran his fingers gently over the figure so beautifully crafted by the 


tiny pieces of coloured stone and ceramic. 
"My grandfather..." 
"Yes." 


He shook his head. He could see why Donia had badgered Nicko for his origins now; the face that had been laid 


in the floor was so close in appearance to his own that he could have used it for a shaving mirror. 
He sat back on his heels finally. 

"Has anyone else seen this?" 

"Everyone who comes here in the summer... 

"I mean has anybody seen it who recognises the significance the way you did." 


She shook her head. "None, bar Gareth and a few of the rest of the staff. Why?" 


"Because | don't want them to. It's hard enough everyone knowing who | am, or rather who he was; there's 


enough nonsense being talked about heroes as it is. | don't want any more." 


Doria shook her head dubiously. "Come the summer | won't be able to keep it covered” 


"Come the summer | shall be amazed if we're still alive. But if we are then maybe there's something in it..so 


will you - and your staff - agree to keep this quiet until then?" 

Doria sighed. "I wish you weren't so stubborn --" 

"But | am" 

"Yes. Alright, | agree." 

He rose, dusted his knees off and took a last look at his own face, frozen in stone there on the floor. 

"And now | really must be getting back" 

oes 

Returning to the main hall, Steve was in time to catch the tail end of an argument between Blaze and Nicko. 


"And | say," roared the taller man, grey eyes flashing with rarely-displayed ire, "that if you had the sense you 
were fucking born with you would be shutting your fucking mouth right about now!" 


"Raised voices?" Steve asked Dave mildly. 
"Minor point of discussion," replied Dave, phlegmatic as usual. 


"Bastard," growled Nicko, noticing Steve's return for the first time. "Look, will you come and tell this young pup 


why he can't just walk all over our carefully laid plans?" 


Steve nodded, gave a wry smile. "If nothing else convinces you, your grandmother said we'd have no trouble 


from you." 
Epaticcus cackled into the sudden silence, and Blaze blushed before turning to Steve and bowing 
"| shall be guided by you, my Lord of Harris," he said through his teeth, and walked out 

"My Lord?" asked Dave, mildly. 

"Don't push it," replied Steve. 


"Well then," grinned Nicko, rubbing his hands together, "we're all set. Blaze is going to be a good little pup. We 
know where the bastards are holed up. We've got men and supplies to stay out there until they're all gone..so 


who's for a spot of dinner and a drink or three?" 
~~ 
On their third night out from Caer Celemnion, Blaze had volunteered for sentry duty. 


It wasn't a popular duty, especially not on a night as cold as this; the first month after solstice had the 
bitterest weather, and here he was sitting on a fallen log with only a cloak and boots for protection - no fire, 
as that would rather defeat the purpose of having a sentry. You couldn't see beyond the glow; if you got cold 
you patrolled. Live with it. 


Alright so his cloak was bearskin, his hood lined with wolf's fur, and his boots were heavy; nevertheless the 
stars were hard in the freezing air, glittering wickedly at him as though they laughed at his frail little body, all 


alone in the hard white wilderness of winter. 


A fox screamed, and he jumped; he cursed himself roundly - if quietly - because it was a sound he'd heard 
every winter since he'd been born So why did the shriek of a horny vixen scare him so tonight? Between the 
foxes and the bloody owls he was scaring himself stupid. 


Well mate, he thought to himself gloomily, that'll be because you've seen shit today that you couldn't have 


even imagined in the summer. And you thought you were a warrior..you really had absolutely no idea, did you? 


They had arrived quietly, setting up camp some distance from where the raiders had apparently settled in, 
from information they had spent the late summer gathering, Ulrich and his allies had set up a line of small, 
well defended camps from the coast up to the vicinity of Londinium itself. The idea being, of course, to already 
have an established presence in the area that could be swelled if - when - the main body of the army 


crossed the sea. 


That was the theory; like many natives Blaze had assumed that this theory was so much horsewash. Why 
would they bother? No army could gain a foothold without anybody noticing, and no army bar one aided by the 
Gods themselves could strike at the heavily fortified towns and cities the Romans had left behind - especially 


Londinium. 


So when he had been, somewhat grudgingly, taken on a scouting mission with Steve and Dave he'd been 
horrified to find a military encampment lurking in the open. The raiders had swept in, murdered the men and 
taken the women and children as slaves; any opposition was met with murder. But it meant that, from a 


distance, the village proceeded as normal; animals were tended, fields tilled.. 


And when the army came, they had a ready made encampment. A base to strike from, a place to hide, 


supplies. 


Steve had made a satisfied noise in his throat and smiled grimly. 


"Yeah, | know, Nicko owes you a drink," chuckled Dave under his breath. 


Blaze was too shocked to speak, just slithered carefully away with his companions. They had returned, 
exchanged what seemed to be no more than a few terse words with Epaticcus' guard Captain, and saddled up 
for the attack. Blaze had always considered the Captain to be an overcautious fool, but now that he'd seen the 


camp he was feeling a little less sure of himself. 

"Blaze," Steve called, beckoning the young man over. "You can fight?" 

Blaze had bristled, feeling his honour somewhat affronted by the question. "Of course!" 

"Good. You ride to my right, then 

Dave had muttered something to Janick, and Blaze had been sure he caught the word ‘Bruce’ in there 
somewhere, but didn't feel like pushing the issue. After some good-natured ribbing about female relatives they 
appeared to have accepted him, and he wasn't stupid enough to endanger that. 

The attack had begun as he'd expected; they'd quietly sent some men ahead to cut the throats of the 
sentries, and they were indeed sprawled in pools of their own blood by the time the main force crept carefully 


through the forest. Then they'd burst through, roaring with rage, and begun the slaughter. 


Which is what it had been, really. They'd been surprised and didn't have a chance; none of this had surprised 


Blaze. 
What had taken him aback was what had happened after. 


Dave and Nicko had taken some men to sort out what women and children had survived, make sure that they 
had adequate shelter and food, that sort of thing. When Blaze had asked why, Steve had got a grim expression 
on his face and replied that it was because they didn't like the next bit.. 


The very, very few survivors of the attack had been strung up and questioned. Thoroughly. Painfully so, in 
fact. Steve had confirmed the intelligence he'd been gathering so carefully, and the process of that had been 
bad enough. 

Then he'd crucified them. 

Blaze stood, sighed a great, frosted cloud of breath out into the moonlight, rather miserably watching ice 
crystals form and spin within it, highlighted by the ghostly light, he wouldn't soon forget how the raiders had 
wept on the crude poles, how they'd cried to their gods and begged for mercy. 


But most of all he wouldn't forget the expression on Steve's face. 


| hope | never get to be so empty inside, he thought gloomily, and began to make his rounds. What sort of pain 


tears the humanity from a man like that? 


He crunched on through the snow, and hoped like hell he never found out. 


Eighteen 


There are moments in your life when you feel that everything is flying apart, and you cant stop it - or even slow 
it down Bonds stretch, flex, even break; the things you assumed would always plod steadily along in one predictable 
direction suddenly flee lke spooked horses, scattering in panic for an unknowable horizon. It's very..scary. 


it turns your life upside down He did that to me, once. Turned me inside out in a single moment, and things were 


never quite the same again 


And then there are other times when each event, each experience, each individual inhalation brings you closer fo a 
single event, a point in time and space that you must pass through before you can live again And if that scattering 
was frightening, the implosion is terrifying enough to make you doubt your very sanity. 


But that Ive only dreamed 


So far. 


Bruce and Adrian reined in before the gates of Londinium. 

"Here we are then," said Adrian. 

"Yeah." 

They nudged their horses forward into a walk, and passed through the gates. 


The city surged around them, swallowing them effortlessly into its busy rumble. Although it was past its best 
as one of the centres for Roman administration of Albion it was still a large, imposing city; the two men were 
buffeted, shouted at, barged and generally ill treated in the surging mobs that made this place their home. 
They passed markets and whorehouses, abattoirs and amphitheatres, the stench of the thousands of people 
who made their place here swirled about them, viciously strong to those who had been spending the best part 
of the year out in the clean air of the forests and plains. Despite the town-stink, or perhaps because of it the 
baths were still well attended, and as ever, the city still lived a great deal of its life out of doors. 


The smells coming from the food-vendor's stands were tempting, but the pair decided to push on to the 


palace. 


As they drew closer the whispering started. Bruce was recognised, and then Adrian, odd words from hasty 
conversations began to drift up to them as they rode toward the palace, the throngs becoming thinner - if 
noisier - as they entered the administrative district. It appeared that their arrival was causing something of a 


stir; so far most had jumped to the conclusion that if this pair were here then the raiders must be at the 


very gates. 


"You think Vortigern thought to mention to anybody that he wanted to see us?" asked Adrian, uneasy at some 
of the reaction they were getting. Bruce shrugged, sitting back lazily on his horse and hooding his eyes. 


"its them.." 

"can't be..." 

“only two..." 

"where are the others..?" 

"others?" 

"where?" 

" the six, where are..?" 

"House of Harris..." 

The whispering crowds scattered as a squad of soldiers marched along the wide boulevard, shining armour and 
bobbing plumes enlarging the figures and smothering the individuality of the wearers; men no more, a mere 
mass of steel and flesh dedicated to obeying orders and carrying out whatever commands their overseer saw 
fit. They flashed brave in the stuttering sunlight, reflecting back the patterns of the fleeting clouds overhead, 
rebuffing the curious crowd with a singleness of purpose and mind. They crashed noisily to a halt, and Bruce 
and Adrian were briefly occupied with reining in their nervous horses, the noise and glitter of the squad was 
outside their experience, and the animals attempted to flee. 

"Bruce of the Catevellauni?" asked the squad commander flatly, ignoring the clatter of hooves and the wild eye 
of the horse nearest to him. Bruce cursed through his teeth, nudged his mount's flanks firmly and turned the 
flashing forehooves away from the armoured man before him. 

"Aye," he snapped, settling his horse down to a shifting, tail-waving circular jog that did nothing for his kidneys 
after such a long journey. Adrian was no help, having his hands full with a similarly spooked mount; it 
pirouetted, bucked, and snorted wildly before being brought back under the control of its quietly cursing rider. 
"You will accompany us. Call your men" 


Bruce patted his horse's sweat darkened neck and smiled grimly. 


"There's just us." 


For the first time the commander looked into Bruce's face, and there was a distinctly unfriendly glitter in his 


eye. "There were supposed to be six. You were commanded." 


"lIl not share my reasons with you, sir. The High King alone shall hear my reasoning, not a base soldier such as 


yourself" 


A tiny ripple trembled amongst the soldiers, and Bruce smiled slowly at the brief expression of rage that 
flitted across the guard commander's face. 


"Come with us." 

Bruce gave a mocking bow, and the squad moved to make a space in the centre of their formation 

Pulling their mounts around they joined the march, dragging their reluctant mules behind them. 

saps 

"You were commanded," said Vortigern, voice pitched to carry around the immense openness of the throne 
room, "to bring all five of your cohorts. Yet you bring only one. We assume you have a particularly good 


reason for defiance?" 


Bruce shot a sideways look at Adrian, who knelt next to him. He just rolled his eyes, the gesture hidden from 
the High King by his shaggy fringe; Bruce snorted softly, then risked a glance at the ruler. 


"My liege, there are still a number of settlements to be cleared. The raider forces have dug in --" 
"And what made you think | didn't know that?" 


Bruce's head shot up, eyes wide. Adrian cursed under his breath beside him, but keeping his head down, the 
sibilant snarling could be heard to the far corners of the room nevertheless. 


"Be quiet, Adrian of the Regninses. Your behaviour ill befits a warrior." 
Adrian shut his jaw with a snap. 


"You assumed, Catevellauni, that the High King was a stupid man squatting safe in his city as a toad under a 
stone, did you not?" 


Bruce said nothing, but his face was pale, expression strained and heart dropping to the very toe of his boots. 


"It never crossed your mind that we might have representatives from the various courts here? And exchange 


words with the rulers of the raider nations?" 


Bruce leapt to his feet. "So you know of the depredations, then? And you allow your own people to fall! Your 


own, sir! Villages destroyed, whole tribes massacred while you sit here and you knew of if" 


‘On your knees," growled Vortigern, and when Bruce made no move to do so - trembling with fury - a lazy 
twitch of a finger brought a soldier to administer a swift blow to the back of Bruce's knees, knocking him to 
the floor. Adrian leaped at the man, and for a moment there was a short, vicious struggle between the two 


men until a bellow from the king brought Adrian's attention back to the here and now. 


They were in the centre of a ring of steel, lances lowered and ready to cut off any further treasonous move 


before it could even be considered, let alone made. Adrian stepped back, raised his hands, knelt beside Bruce. 


Metallic rattle and whisper told them that the soldiers had melted back to their accustomed places, but 


neither man risked looking up. 


"Your actions could be construed as treason | could kill you both now, exhibit your heads on the walls; hunt 
down your men and slaughter them like goats. And not only can none stop me, but they would support me - 
for treason, Catevellauni..treason. Evil thoughts and deeds. The very worst" 


Adrian shot a sideways glance at Bruce. He had his eyes closed, face a mask of pain; he must be thinking of 
Steve, hunted down and murdered for their bright dream. It wasn't supposed to end like this. /t wasnt fair! 


Vortigern had turned Bruce away, sent him to die on a supposedly hopeless mission, and now it turned out that 


"But I'm not a stupid man," continued the voice, silk and honey now curling along the ground to them, "and | see 


what has happened. And who is to say that you are wrong? Perhaps it works better this way. Rise.” 
Slowly, carefully, faces and joints stiff with tension, guts cold from fear, the men did as they were ordered. 


With a gesture, he commanded them to follow and within a matter of a few moments they were seated in 


Vortigern's private quarters, mugs of mulled wine safe in their hands and confusion reigning in their faces. 


"What you don't know," continued the High King carefully, as though there had been no pause in the 
conversation, "is that most of the raiders are not sanctioned by their governments. They're mostly young 
nobles raising armies from their lands and trying to snatch a piece of kingdom, of fame for themselves; whilst 
you've undoubtedly done many a foreign king a service by nipping these troublesome youngsters in the bud it 
isn't quite what we had planned. My kingdom is under threat, and if | hope to leave anything behind | must be 


careful, build alliances, structure the invasion in order to retain something for my bloodline." 
"The people," whispered Adrian, lips dry. 
"Will survive," sighed Vortigern sadly, and for the first time Bruce noticed how he had aged. Barely forty, he 


looked ten years older; still a vigorous man, the strain was clearly beginning to tell when his guard was lowered. 


"After a fashion. | have the whole kingdom to think of; all the people of Albion are my children. And yes, | 


grieve for the lost - but some must die that the rest may have some form of safety to their future. Do 


you understand?" 
"No," muttered Adrian, and the king laughed. 


"Perhaps your wolf is right, Bruce. The plan is - was - to wait until Ulrich has landed his force, and then the 
various allied Kings would cut off his supply routes. | would then bring my army to bear, cut off the head of 
the serpent; once this is done we can begin to settle people slowly, carefully. Intermarry nobles, exchange gifts, 


priests..you know how it works." 


Bruce nodded slowly. He did know how it worked, and had it not been for the pain of failing his tribe when they 
needed him most he may, perhaps, have come to the same conclusion himself. Instead, he had ridden away with 
grief in his heart, bitterness burning him alive, and followed the trail of ruins in an attempt to find his own 


death..until he found Steve. 


"But perhaps your..alliance..with the house of Harris may yet prove to be the better plan," mused Vortigern 
again, and Bruce glanced up to see a glint swiftly extinguished in the old fox's eye. Plans within plans, and he 
none the wiser - as ever. 

| must have time to consider. There are quarters prepared for you both; you will remain here until | say 
otherwise. Already | hear reports of your other wolves; one settlement ashes already, and they march on a 
second even now." 


Bruce drained his mug, unable to comment. Steve and Blaze? Ah... 


"I will call on you again," murmured the king, dismissive now, "and you will keep your counsel, will you not? Be 


warned, Catevellauri." 


The men rose, bowed, and left the King to his musings before the roaring fire as they quietly followed the 


guard away into the dark, thunderous spaces of the crumbling old palace. 

we 

"We should get some sleep." 

Bruce looked with some distaste at the thin, lumpy bed Adrian was prodding rather dubiously. It sported 
suspiciously dark stains, and the walls reeked of damp; mice had been at the mattress, and neither man wished 
to speculate on what Adrian would be sharing the tatty remnants with should he attempt to sleep there. 


"Come on. You can bunk in with me." 


Adrian shot him a dark look, and Bruce shrugged. "Or you can stay here. It's not my fault Vortigern allocated 
you the worst guest quarters in the place." 


"It's not?" 
"No. Well. Maybe." 


Adrian suddenly chuckled, blue eyes lighting up with humour. "Aye, all right. But | warn you, | get horny in the 
middle of the night" 


Bruce just rolled his eyes and led the way down the corridor and up the stairs to the rather grander quarters 
that he had been assigned. They undressed and rolled into the large bed without further comment, Adrian 
curled into Bruce's side and rested his head on his shoulder, sighing through his nose in a very contented 
fashion. In moments his body had relaxed, and the smooth depth of his breathing told Bruce that he was 
asleep, somewhat hesitantly, he lifted his hand and smoothed it carefully, gently through Adrian's hair. 


Was it wrong to take comfort from each other like this? Would Steve and Dave be doing the same? It wasn't 
like they'd actually done anything..yet. Maybe they wouldn't. Maybe - 


He watched the dark shadows flicker across the ceiling as the oil lamp burned down, lost in wonderings of life 
and love and lust. And long before lamp or thoughts had trembled away to nothing he was sound asleep. 


wk 
Bruce awoke from a dream of pleasure so sharp it was almost pain. 


He wrapped his fists in the bedsheets, arched his back and spread his legs, grunting as he thrust his pelvis up 
into the rough warmth gripping his throbbing cock so tightly, tongue lapping and cheeks exerting such sweet 
suction he felt he could die right there. He felt hands smooth his thighs, then one move to grab his balls while 
the other continued that firm stroking, tickling and teasing skin that he had never before thought of as being 


capable of bringing so much ferocious pleasure. 


He snapped his eyes open just before he came, twisting his body as the serpent spat along his spine, lighting up 
his whole body with its passion as he spent into the warm and willing mouth of - 


"Adrian," he groaned through his teeth, screwing his eyes tight shut. He collapsed down on to the bed, panting 
hard; he'd never come that hard, not with anyone. Although he'd been dreaming of Steve - 


The other man sucked at him gently, milking him of every last drop then began to kiss his way up the heated, 
sweating body, pausing to swipe his tongue over a nipple before tucking himself back into Bruce's side. He 


nuzzled under his chin, not speaking, hands still smoothing across Bruce's skin in a wordless plea. 


Bruce rolled him over, began to kiss him, the taste of himself in another man's mouth still felt slightly 


strange, especially as this was Adrian's mouth, and not Steve's. 


He let his body take over, numbing his mind with the sensation of warm body under him, heartbeat thundering 
on his chest, siky smooth skin under his fingertips. Adrian whimpered into his mouth as he stroked, arching 
into his grip; Bruce squeezed and pulled carefully, rolling his palm over the leaking head before returning to the 


slow up and down caress that was making Adrian whimper so. 

They pressed together, Bruce slipping his thigh between Adrian's legs even as he increased his pace, biting 
carefully at his partner's shoulder even as Adrian pulled his head close and pumped his hips against Bruce's 
hand. A soft cry, a gasp, and the familiar wet heat splashed against Bruce's hand, hip, belly, Adrian groaned, 
rubbing himself against Bruce as he came down from his ecstatic high. 

"Thanks," he muttered, using a corner of the bedsheet to wipe them clean Bruce sighed and kissed him again. 
"That's alright. But maybe --" 


Adrian pulled him down, kissed him and snuggled into his side. "We'll talk about it in the morning." 


Bruce reluctantly allowed himself to be pulled and pushed until they were both comfortable, and eventually 


followed Adrian down into a deep, dreamless sleep. 


Nineteen 


Ive been dreaming again 


it must be this place. Dreams of blood and fire, steel and death; but always behind it there's a face, a dark figure 


who seems to live in the back of my mind. Does he direct the dreams, or is he as trapped as |? 


Because no matter what | do, | can’t escape from them. And they're coming faster now, as though we're 


approaching the end, that's good, but Im dreading what HI find at the end of this peculiar road 


Heaven? Or Hell? 


Thus began a long, dull wait in Londinium for Bruce and Adrian They did what they could to liven it up; there 


was always court intrigue, and women, sword practice, gambling - 
"You've run out of money again? Good grief." 

"Sorry Bruce." 

"We'll be bankrupt in a week" 


-- and women. Sometimes lots of women. They shared women, they swapped them, and even when they went 


to whorehouses they had a tendency to get it free, once they were recognised 


In the end they stuck to one place in particular, for the conversation as much as anything else; although 
Charlotte always made them pay, she would usually invite them to her quarters for a drink afterwards. Apart 
from keeping a very fine house, clean girls who were personable, flexible, pretty and willing, she was also right 
in the centre of the city's gossip. And Londinium being the place it was, that meant gossip from across the 


whole of Albion as well. 

She looked up as they entered her sitting room and smiled. 

"Your boys are doing quite well, it seems." 

‘Oh yes?" asked Bruce, flopping down in a comfortable chair and hooding his eyes whilst Adrian found them a 
drink He yawned and stretched; he'd picked his favourite again tonight, a flexible girl with not much in the way 
of breasts but with the grace of a dancer. He'd left her with a smile on her face, and now he was ready for a 


drink and his bed. 


"Yes," she nodded at Adrian, accepted the small glass of wine he passed her, "it seems that there was a bit of 


a siege at Camulodonum:" 


Bruce's eyes popped wide open, and Adrian began to chuckle from where he had propped himself against the 


wall near the fire, drink in hand. 

"A siege? In the winter? What the helll" 

Charlotte nodded, a rather wry smile on her face. "Oh yes. That's what everyone said. But he broke them, 
alright, your lad did, he and Blaze besieged the place for a week, and when they realised that the men inside 
had food and water for months they came up with another plan" 


"Oh yes?" 


"They burned them out. Sent some chap up to Caer Lind Colun, sweet talked the Iclingas into giving him some 
of that awful Greek Fire stuff" 


Bruce winced, imagining the balls of liquid fire landing on the stockade, clinging and burning. Clinging to thatch, to 


walls, livestock, people..he heard again the words of Vortigern, and shivered. 


„all the people of Albion are my children And yes, | grieve for the lost - but some must de that the rest may 
have some form of safety to their future.. 


It seemed that perhaps Steve understood the concept better than he. 
"So that's..five settlements now?" Adrian cocked an eye at Bruce. 
"It is," said Charlotte solemnly. "Adrian, will you not sit?" 


He grinned. "Nah. Been playing some games with that Elsa girl of yours. She's got a mighty hand on the paddle, 
don't she?" 


Bruce snorted, and Charlotte laughed aloud "She does. I've had to reprimand her more than once for 


unnecessary brutality. She must like you!" 
Adrian just smiled and went back to watching Bruce talk 


"That's all of them, then No raiders crossing the water in the winter; so they must be headed back to Caer 


Celemnion now, then?" 


"So the rumour goes. But you are stuck here," and her voice shaded with sympathy as she watched the truth 


of this dawn over Bruce's face, "and must not go to him. Not yet" 


Bruce hissed and sat back, staring into the fire as he ground his teeth. Eventually he shook his head, cast off 


the fretting and turned once more to Charlotte, eyes dancing with humour. 
"So. Now you have tortured me with my loss, what news?" 


“Tortured nothing," snorted the woman, narrowing her eyes. "| could show you torture." 
"| don't doubt it" 


She smiled at him, shifting herself in her chair to retrieve a package of papers. Her robe slipped slightly, 
showing a network of brutal scars across one shoulder; she had been one of the last female gladiators the 


city had known, back when the Games were still popular in their old form. 


"Here," she said, sitting up and passing the papers to Bruce. She rearranged her robe, winked at Adrian, she 
wasn't above reminding Bruce of her origins, or the fact that if she had to she could probably kill him in a fair 
fight. Adrian rolled his eyes; he found the constant sparring between the two somewhat tiring after a while. 


"These are letters to half the tribal chiefs of Albion.where in hell did you get these?" 


Charlotte steepled her fingers. "Drafts all. Not signed, you'll note; as for where and how, the great and noble of 
this city are not always careful with their trash. And you should know that my influence extends everywhere, 
there are many goodwives across the city owe their fine marriages to me. Nobles who got their first 
experience under my wing - so to speak - who remember old Charlotte fondly because she made them look 


good on their wedding night" 


She shot Bruce a sharp look. "Influence, Catevellauni. Which also means that if word of these papers should 
escape | shall know whose liver to come hunting for, do | make myself clear?" 


"You don't need to threaten," sighed Adrian softly. 


She eyed him, the grimness of expression fading slightly. She had a soft spot for the gently spoken, blue eyed 
Iclingas, and frequently gave him a bigger discount than that which she gave Bruce. "Tisn't you | need to 
threaten. But you know these nobles, my friend.” 


Bruce was flicking through the pages swiftly. "The old fox. He's raising an army - but quietly. All he's got to do 
is give the word and troops will flow down from all over southern Albion. And damn him, he's using us as an 


incentive!" 
"How?" asked Adrian. 


"Listen. ‘Your people will no doubt have heard of the descendant of the House of Harris who leads this crusade 
against the invaders of our fair home. He is real, doubt that not, and if his ire is not directed outwards in 


defence who is to know where it might be directed next?" 


"In other words," replied Charlotte quietly, "if you want to keep your seat for your son give me some men. 


Because your citizens would welcome this usurper with open arms and you know it" 
"He's no usurper!" 


"Softly, Bruce, softly. You know it and | know it. Vortigern knows it. Epaticcus too. But these distant nobles? All 


they know is what rumour brings them." 
Bruce sat back and shook his head. "I don't like the shape of this, Charlotte. Not one bit." 


"Be careful, Bruce. Vortigern is a cunning man, you and yours are not. You're as simple and direct as a sword 


blade; and if there's one thing the High King knows, it's how to wield a sword." 
we 


Early the following morning, Bruce and Adrian were awoken by a thunderous knocking. Crawling out of bed, 
shivering and yawning, they followed the quivering lamp of the anxious page to the throne room where they 
found Vortigern, looking as though he'd been up for hours. The throne room buzzed; messengers waited, the 
dogs paced, soldiers hurried to and fro, words wove through the smoke and fug of the morning fires, and the 
smell of baking - always associated with ridiculously early starts - wafted up from the main kitchen 


The palace twitched, roused early from its semi doze like a dog with a flea And at the centre of the 
commotion, directing and riding it, using it to achieve his own ends and unknowable plans, was the spare figure 
of the High King. No sleepy, tired eyed monarch this; he was in his element, rising to the occasion in order to 


fulfil his duty to protect his beloved Albion 


He stepped forward, and clapped a hand on the shoulder of both men, a light gleamed in his eyes, and Bruce 


experienced a curious sensation of déja vu. 
Since he'd taken Steve in there had been many moments like this. Moments when the Universe seemed to hold 
her breath; moments when he could almost hear the rattle of the Gods' dice box, moments when his course 


was decided by a higher authority than the mere man before him. 


Three words. Three words that sent them running to pack, racing to the stables to grab the mounts prepared 


for them; three words that sent the two men like arrows back to Caer Celemnion and their friends. 
Three words that brought the future. 

"Ulrich has sailed." 

wie 


"We don't know when he's coming back. You're just freezing your nuts off for no good reason.” 


Nicko's voice tailed off as Steve ignored him, swinging up onto his horse and turning him to face the gate. He 
gave his friend a level stare, and Nicko sighed. "Fine, whatever. Taking Davey with you this morning?" 


As if on cue, another horse came clopping through the snow caked courtyard, ears relaxed and breath 
steaming in the golden light of morning. Dave was sorting out his reins, wrapped in furs against the chill, the 
spring was definitely on its way but they were currently in the grip of the last big freeze. Before long the 
palace would be awash with mud, and soon after that the fields and woods would shade fresh green and the 


cycle of life would begin all over again 
But for now, it was cold. 


"You're both bloody mad!" shouted Nicko as the two riders headed for the slowly opening gates, still ignoring 
him. With a growl, he stamped off back to the widow Callauni's house, and his interrupted breakfast. 


"What's he so grouchy about this morning?" asked Dave mildly as he and Steve rode onto the road leading 


from the town. 
"Having breakfast with Blaze? | know he likes us to be there; for some reason the pup still gets on his nerves." 


Steve smiled to himself. Blaze - once he'd got over the shock of real combat - had proved to be remarkably 
useful; his knowledge of tactics was encyclopaedic, although he could still be somewhat tactless when dealing 
with Nicko and Janick. The Saxon bore it quietly; the older soldier, however, did not. Every one of them had at 
some point or another separated the pair, occasionally at swordpoint; Blaze was no Bruce, and Steve was 


beginning to long for the cool head of his lover to be back in charge. 


Lover. He pulled a face at the trees as he considered the word. What had Bruce been up to, all that time 
away? Who had soothed his nightmares? 


Steve shook his head. He'd frightened Blaze, one night; starting up with a shout, babbling terror into the 
darkness in panic. Blaze had been there, catching his shoulders and forcing him back to reality, anchoring him 


until rational thought had beaten off the demons and allowed him to think clearly. 


Janick and Dave had become close; not as close as he and Adrian, but..close enough. Even so, Dave's eyes 


scanned the horizon no less fervently than Steve's, they both missed their partners. Desperately. 


Steve eyed Dave. None of the others had criticised his growing relationship with Blaze; none of them had 
commented on the fact that Blaze and Steve shared quarters now, or were usually to be seen together. It was 
as though they accepted that Steve was their heart and soul, and he could only control the passion inside with 
someone possessing the same intensity as he himself. Thus, no comments, but he couldn't help wondering if 


there might not be some..tension..when Bruce returned. 


If he returned. 


What if city life suited him? What if he had decided to forsake the buzzards and lapwings that called so 
mournfully over the plains for the ravens and kites that picked over the city middens? The bustle of throngs 


of people, the comforts and conveniences of civilisation over their undoubtedly tough life on the road? 


He chewed his lip, nervous. That was partly why he'd begun to take these morning rides; not only could he try 
and spot Bruce returning, but he could get the day's worrying out of the way early. Until the night, of course.. 
and although Blaze would be there to soothe away the nightmares with his own desire, it still wasn't the same. 


"Stop worrying," sighed a voice beside him, breaking the melancholy train of thought. He turned to Dave and 


gave a lopsided smile. 
"Am | that obvious?" 
"To me? Yeah. Nicko knows, too. Janick..well, who knows what Janick thinks. But Bruce'll be back. In fact --" 


Dave broke off, reining in sharply. Steve pulled his horse in too, hooves restlessly stirring the powdery snow 
that had drifted during the night, soon that too would be gone, and the thaw would set in with a vengeance. 


"Over there...” 
Steve rose in his stirrups, shaded his eyes with his hand. Was it...? 


Two horsemen had broken cover, pounding at a steady canter along the snowy road. Their horses blew great 
steam clouds of breath, and the men had the look of those who'd been riding hard for a long, long way; 
hunched behind the necks of the animals for what shelter they could give, they focused on their destination 
without a look left or right: 


But Steve would recognise the figure in the lead anywhere, from any distance. There would be no point in 
shouting, so with a grin he just jabbed his heels into his horse and leaped forward, angling their path to cross 
that of the travellers. The lead rider looked up, spotted him; the pair peeled off, rode at a full stretch gallop 
through the deep powder beside the road, then pulled up in a shower of hot breath and cold snow, horses 


circling and stamping even as their riders clapped each other on the back and grinned madly at each other. 


Dave sat patiently on the road, watching the men's antics. The other rider joined him, slowing to halt with far 


less flash and fanfare than his companion. 
“Alright Dave?" asked Adrian, half smile and hooded eyes causing Dave's heart to skip a beat. 
"Yeah, not bad," he replied with an impish grin. "All the better for seeing you, mind." 


"Y'think we should set off, let that pair of enthusiasts catch up?" 


"Yeah. Good thinking." 


The two men set off at a ground-eating jog, talking quietly above the ratte of harness; saying nothing much, 
most of what they needed to communicate was done by looks and expression alone. Before they'd covered half 
the distance back to the stockade hooves thundered up behind them; Steve and Bruce passed them at a dead 
run, clotted snow flying from the heels of the horses making their own animals jump. 


"Road hog!" yelled Dave with a grin, and Adrian rolled his eyes. 


"Join them?" he asked, and at Dave's answering nod they too kicked into a run, and the four of them came 


pounding through the gates of Caer Celemnion almost together. 


Twenty 


And if youre taking a walk through the garden of life 
What do you think you'd expect you would see? 
ust like a mirror reflecting the moves of your life 


And in the river reflections of me 
Reflections. | think that's what we've all been seeing; this place is so steeped in history that it ripples through tme, 
the emotions and the fates of the ones who have gone before doomed fo echo forever, back and forth Could it 


be that simple? Or is it more personal? 


it feels more personal - we've all been dreaming, although | haven't asked him yet. The rest of us have, and on 
occasion it appears we've seen the same event trom different perspectives 


The end is coming | can feel it 


The courtyard was a chaos of men and horses, steam and shouting; it seemed that the whole place had turned 
out to greet the returning heroes, and for the moment nothing could actually be achieved until the mass of 
people had satisfied themselves that yes, it was who the rumours said it was, they were back, safe and whole. 


And they brought news. 


What news would have to wait, of course; there was far too much hubbub for anything to be sensibly 
understood right now. 


Bruce and Steve strode into the great hall to await Epaticcus, Dave and Adrian a hair behind; as Nicko made to 
join them - spotting Janick hurrying across from yet another direction - he bumped into Blaze. The young 
man's eyes were sad, and Nicko felt a pang of sympathy for him. 

‘lll move my stuff out of Steve's room," he sighed gently. Nicko nodded. 

"Don't take it too hard, lad. They don't mean --" 

"To hurt me? Yeah. | know. But I'm not Bruce." 


"| know. l'm sorry." 


He shrugged, and Nicko turned to leave. One of Epaticcus' painted boys minced past Blaze on his way to the 


main hall and snickered unpleasantly. 


"So Catevellauni is back. Suppose you'll be finding someone else's bed to warm eh, Blaze? You could always try 


mine. | like a bit of rough now and again" 
He carried on his way, sniggering under his breath at Blaze's rather crestfallen expression until he bumped into 
a wall that hadn't been there a moment before. He swallowed hard, then looked up into the ferocious visage of 


a very angry Nicko. 


"Blaze," said Nicko, still glaring at the trembling flower before him, "why don't | move your stuff for you, and 


you take this one out and teach it some manners?" 
Blaze just blinked, unsure what to do. Nicko defending him? 
"Or," he continued, menace oozing from every word, "you can move your stuff and I'l take it out..and kill it" 


"Alright Nicko," sighed Blaze, sounding disappointed while hiding a smile. "Just let me know where you've put it, 
alright?" 


Nicko nodded, maintaining his murderous look even as Blaze seized the obnoxious youth by the scruff of the 


neck and dragged him away. 

He laughed to himself, and carried on his way. Looked like today was shaping up into a rather good day after all 
Per 

Bruce explained what was going on to Epaticcus, and as many nobles and townsfolk as could jam themselves 
into the hall to hear him. There was some stirring when he said that Ulrich and his army had taken sail; but 


reassurance that an army was on its way to deal with them seemed to settle them somewhat. 


"So where is this army to meet?" asked Epaticcus, uneasy. Steve, standing behind Bruce's left shoulder, smiled 


wryly. He had a feeling the fat little chieftain wasn't going to like the answer. 
"Best you lay in extra supplies, because they're coming here." 


Epaticcus swore, and Bruce bowed away with the excuse that he was tired from much travelling, but that 


once he was rested he would be at his cousin's convenience, of course... 

The six reconvened at Donia's house which had become their unofficial base of operations. Her staff scuttled 
about providing food and drink while Adrian and Bruce relayed them tales from the big city; Charlotte's sharply 
observed comments had Nicko in fits of laughter. 


"Ah, that Charlotte! She's quite some lady. Never misses a trick, she don't 


"I know," growled Bruce, "my purse was considerably lighter when we left! She asked to be remembered to you, 


by the way." 


"Do you know every woman of note in Albion?" asked Janick with a grin. Nicko looked saintly. 


"| dunno about every woman, but | know a few. They all appreciate a man who can see through to the true 


value of a woman..." 


They all groaned, and Steve threw a bread roll to bounce off Nicko's head. He looked injured for a moment then 
laughed, his usual riotous bellow, it wasn't that there had been no laughter when the pair had been away, but 
now that they were all together again.it just felt right. So very right. Together they could take on the world, 
was the feeling, the worry was that that was exactly what they were being expected to do. 


The laughter continued long into the night and the wine flowed freely. Dave and Adrian disappeared early, to 
much merriment, an obscene gesture around the doorpost and they were gone. Donia joined them at table 


then, bringing with her an unexpected visitor; Blaze. 


He made his way around the table to Bruce, who rose and held out his hands in greeting. They gripped each 
other's wrists firmly, and searched each other's eyes; apparently satisfied, Bruce nodded with a grunt. 


"Hear you've been keeping them in line?" 


Blaze grinned, and Steve let out a silent breath he hadn't realised he was holding. The last time these two had 
met had not been a happy one; the last thing any of them had needed was a spat over territory. Not now. 


‘I've been doing my best. But you're very welcome back; time for me to find a wolf pack of my own, don't you 


think?" 


Bruce laughed. "And I'm sure you will. Come; give us a tale or two to chill our hearts..tell us how hard Steve 


has been working you in my absence. The old slave driver that he is." 
"Oil" 


The talking went on until the early hours of the morning. Blaze and Bruce forged an unlikely friendship, that 
night, Steve watched them both chatter animatedly, eyes alight with the wicked delight of the retelling of their 
adventures, and had to smile to himself. They were very alike, these two men, Blaze, however, was not crippled 
by Bruce's pain, and Bruce had probably forgotten what it was like to experience to Blaze's puppy like 
enthusiasm. Despite that, they mirrored each other through the long night, and it was good to hear so much 
laughter again. 


By the time Bruce and Steve made their way back over to the palace both of them were more than a little 
drunk. 


"So," slurred Bruce, "you'n Blaze?" 


Steve stumbled into him as they rolled down the corridor. "Well. Kind of...” 


Bruce grabbed him, pushed him against the wall and leaned on him, staring deep into his dark eyes with a 
distinctly bloodshot gaze of his own. 


"Kind'f?" 

"Nightmares, mate. Nightmares. Anyway..you'n Ade?" 

Bruce wrapped an arm around Steve's waist and sighed. "Kind'f.." 

"Yeah. | figured." 

~~ 

The thaw began in earnest the next day, and for the next two weeks they were subjected to lashing spring 
rains, gales and breaks of bright sunshine that lifted the heart. The sheep began to drop their lambs, and for 
a while Steve was able to assist on Donia's land and become a farmer again, he hadn't realised how much he'd 
missed the simple pleasure of working on the land. 

But there were more serious tasks to accomplish, and between making himself available to Donia's steward and 
accompanying Bruce to endless negotiations with Epaticcus he would work on his swordplay, exercise and train 
his horse, and in general keep himself so busy that at night he and Bruce often only had the energy to give 
each other a brief kiss before falling into a deep, dreamless sleep. 

It was a peaceful interlude, but was destined to be all too brief. 

~ ew 

It was the first truly warm day of spring, and Steve was working with Adrian in the exercise ring, practising 
with their horses. Both men were stripped to the waist, sweating with the effort as were their mounts; Dave 
leaned on the rail and watched them, almost hypnotised by the thump of hooves and snort of breath, clash of 
swords and glint of sunlight from effort-dampened flesh. 

"Dave!" 

He turned at the call, and saw Janick running across the courtyard. For the first time in weeks he wasn't 
splashing through mud; thanks to the way the original designers had planned the yard mud ran off it fairly 
quickly once given the chance, and they had finally had a few dry days to allow it to do so. 


"Bruce wants us. Up on the wall." 


The men called, and Adrian and Steve broke off the session, handed their mounts to waiting grooms - Steve 


with detailed instructions, which made the groom roll his eyes - and hurried over to where Bruce and Nicko 


awaited them. 


Steve noted with a smile as he climbed that it was the same place Donia had taken him, earlier in the winter; 
the place she had offered him such a shining vision, which it had torn him so to turn down. He shook himself, 
returning to the here and now in time to see Bruce's raised eyebrow at his half naked condition. 


"You couldn't dress?" 


He winked, and pulled off the thong that had been holding his hair back from his face; he turned to look over 
the stockade, hands on hips, well aware that Bruce's eyes were travelling hungrily across his body. From the 
glorious dark waves of shining hair blowing out behind him to the muscles edged with shadowy dark curls, 
glued to his flesh with sweat, down to the hips barely hugged by the loose trousers.. 


"So what are we looking at?" he asked with a laugh behind his voice, startling Bruce from his reverie. 


"There," replied Bruce eventually, waving a hand in a northerly direction, around the shoulder of the great 
forest. 


Steve squinted into the distance. The blackthorn glowed with blossom, and the trees were shaded with the 
bright greens of early spring; the turf was scattered with the brave colours of wildflowers and the air smelt 
fresh, lifting the heart with its promise of new life. Birds sang, calling to their mates as they flitted busily 
around the scrub at the edge of the trees, and a buzzard mewled lazily to her partner as she described 


graceful arcs high in the sky above them. 


But there was a rumble in the air, and eventually Steve spotted what Bruce was talking about even as he 


heard the others begin to chatter excitedly. 


A dark smudge on the horizon. Vortigern's army, coming to collect them and sweep them down on to the plains 
for the final effort to throw back Ulrich's army and preserve Albion for her people. 


Steve sighed, and closed his eyes; when he opened them he found Bruce staring at him, and read the message 


in his eyes. Time's up. Now we do what we came together for. 
"We'd better tell Epaticcus," sighed Dave. 


"And get dressed," added Adrian, but there was no laughter. The time for laughter was almost gone, and the 


six men descended from the stockade in silence. 
~ ev 


The six men stood to the side of the great hall and observed the chaos quietly. 


Vortigern had encamped his army outside the town, and they were now ringed by a seething mass of men and 
horses, wagons and all the paraphernalia of such a mob on the move. Mobile smiths and armourers, whores 
and washerwomen, farriers and feed merchants; it was as though the great city of Londinium itself were on 
the move. The six had ascended the stockade once more, invited by the Captain of the guard himself; he was 
so busy chasing nervous citizens down that he had appreciated further experienced eyes to watch the mob 


whilst he drove himself crazy with crowd control. 

Once the army had settled itself like a great, multicoloured quilt around the town a large party had split away, 
coming for the gates; by the standard being carried at the fore they had identified the visitor. Vortigern 
himself demanded entrance, and as the stockade shuddered with the complaint of the great gate the six 
exchanged a glance and headed for the great hall. 

This they had to see. 

Donia joined them after a while, and they made room for her at the centre of their huddle. Vortigern had 
installed himself in Epaticcus' chair at the head of the great hall; his stewards and chamberlains harassed the 
local staff as they made arrangements to barrack the court in the palace. 

"There goes our rooms," muttered Nicko. 

"Don't worry," murmured Donia, digging him in the side with her elbow, "trust me. It's all under control." 
"Trust a woman? Are you - ow. That hurt” 

She rubbed her elbow and winked at Steve, who chuckled. 

The hubbub began to descend, and Vortigern began to scan the crowd. 

"Uh-oh," muttered Adrian, and sure enough a great voiced soldier was soon to be heard booming their names. 


"Off you go," smiled Donia, and yelped with surprise when Bruce wrapped his strong fingers around her wrist. 


"Oh no, sweet patron You're coming too..we might need a diplomat for this one, and when it comes to us 


you're it!" 

"Ah, there you are," said Vortigern brightly, grey eyes sparkling mischievously as he regarded the six rather 
wary men standing in the centre of the floor. Courtiers began to make space; before too long they were 
surrounded by a huge-feeling empty area, shivering with the whispers and hisses of the crowd jammed against 
the walls. 


"My liege," said Bruce politely. 


Vortigern glanced down at a scroll that had been handed to him by a page. 


"I have had requests from several tribes; the Iclingas, the Catevellauni, the Regninses..they would like you to 


rejoin your tribes for the attack Janick and Steve would remain with Epaticcus' soldiers." 


The six fidgeted, unwilling to deny their ruler but desperate not to be split up. Donia, as they had hoped, 
stepped forward. 


"My liege, begging your pardon. The six men before you have become something of a legend in the islands; may 
they not be permitted to remain together like the brothers they have become, and lead this noble army 
forward in it's quest?" 


"Lead?" muttered Adrian quietly. Dave elbowed him. 


Vortigern narrowed his eyes and smiled. "Of course. | had anticipated such a response, so its no bad thing that 
I've already informed the tribes that they must do without their most famous sons for the morrow, is iT?" 


"No, my liege," replied Donia, dipping a deep curtsey. Vortigern lifted his gaze and addressed the crowd at large. 


"Ulrich's army has landed and is making for Londinium. Thanks to the House of Harris they have been 
struggling without their advance bases; but they approach nevertheless." 


The crowd buzzed, even though this wasn't news to the courtiers that had accompanied the king. Steve 
swallowed, throat gone dry with dread; was this the moment he'd been dreaming of, anticipating since the first 


time he awoke to discover his family dead? 

"We should be able to catch them in the morning before they rise; by moving down to the plain we can use 
the slope of the downs to surprise them. This is it, gentlemen; | have an agreement from the kings of the 
Angles and the Saxons that Ulrich will receive no further supplies for this ill-planned little excursion. So when 


we cut off the head, the serpent dies. Are we all agreed?" 


A huge "Aye!" rose from the crowd, and Vortigern nodded with a smile before turning his attention back to 
the six men before him, fronted by their diplomat. 


"I am afraid my men have probably taken your rooms, gentlemen. | hope this won't inconvenience you too 


badly..perhaps Epaticcus can help?" 


"As the palace is somewhat full," said Donia politely to Epaticcus, "I have had quarters made ready in my home 


for the heir and his cohorts." 
"Marvellous," replied the fat man warily. Vortigern was more pleased. 


"Glad to hear it," he boomed, clapping his hands together, "you're Callauni's widow, are you not?" 


Donia dropped a swift curtsey. "I am, my lord" 

"Marvellous man. Sadly missed." 

"Aye, he is," said Donia, her voice so full of dignified pain that Nicko swayed a pace toward her, obviously 
wishing to comfort her; she kept her back ramrod straight, however, and shot Nicko such a ferocious 
sideways glance that he stilled his motion. She was evidently determined not to show weakness such as this in 


front of the High King and his travelling court. 


"Well, we'll all to bed then. Early start in the morning! We'll convene here at sunup; Epaticcus, your kitchens 


can give us all a hearty breakfast to travel on?" 


"Aye, my lord," replied the chieftain through gritted teeth. It was an honour to have the High King here, but it 


was expensive. 


Doria swept from the hall, head high, with the six men in close attendance. The courtiers, soldiers and 


hangers-on parted for them like a wave; whispers followed them down. 

"Men of Iron." 

".0f the house of Harris, did you know..?" 

"last of his line..." 

"heir to the Catevellauri.." 

"prefer each other to women.." 

"fis ever the way with true warriors." 

"cant lose with them leading us.." 

By the time they reached the bustling courtyard Steve wasn't the only one grinding his teeth. Bruce was 
making small hissing noises, Nicko was rumbling in the base of his throat and Janick was almost growling. Dave 
was talking quickly to Adrian, hand on his upper arm and directing a comforting stream of syllables at his 


friend. 


"Gentlemen," announced Donia, voice as merry as ever, "please try not to break anything valuable when we 


reach my home. | have sentimental feelings for my furnishings!" 
Nicko sighed, linking his arm through hers. "Its not you, sweetheart. It's just --" 


"I know. People are very stupid, sometimes." 


"Sometimes?" growled Bruce, not at all happy. 


"Never mind, gentlemen. Tomorrow you go to war, and if we're all very lucky you will return to me full of 


tales of valour and bravado. | mean bravery." 

The men all decided that no response would be wise. Her tone had been bitter; Steve had told them all about 
her attempt to persuade him to give up their crusade, and although they could see her point they agreed with 
Steve. There could be only one logical end to the course they sailed, no matter how hard that may be to 
accept. 

The sun was gone from the sky and the lamps lit by the time they reached Donia's house. A meal had been 
prepared, simple but filling, and there was very little talking while they ate. All thoughts were on the morrow; 
which of them would eat around this table the following night? 


Nicko rose first, offering a hand to their hostess; she accepted it and joined him, pausing to give the men 
instructions on where to find their quarters. When she reached Steve she smiled sadly. 


"| daresay you can guess where I've put you?" 

He pulled a face at her. "Don't tell me.." 

ee 

"Damn. Why?" 

"| thought it might be..instructional for the heir to the Catevellaun." 
"Stop calling me that, Donia. im not my title" 


She shook her head affectionately, biting her lip in an effort to control her emotions. "If | call you by your 


name I'm going to weep. And a lady of my station does not weep in public.’ 


Bruce was on his feet in heartbeat, closely followed by the others; barely a breath after that Donia found 


herself surrounded by strong arms and warm bodies, affectionate words and gentle embraces. 

Tears sprang to her eyes. "Stop this! You are all so wicked." 

Bruce kissed her cheek. "Sweet patron.you've been our lucky charm, you know that?" 

She couldn't answer, just buried her head in his shoulder and wept, clinging to him almost desperately. He 


sighed, resting his head on hers and closing his eyes; he had become almost as fond of her over the past few 
years as he had been of his own family. Leaving the safety of her home, knowing that she would already be 


grieving them as dead was possibly the hardest thing of all. He knew he wasn't alone in his feelings; they had 
all lost family, and this one remarkable woman - although not able to replace anyone - had stepped into an 


aching void few of them had realised they possessed until she marched straight into their hearts. 


They all crowded close, comforting not only their friend but each other as well; in the morning they would be 
riding out for quite possibly the last time, backed by an army but with the final outcome even more uncertain 
than when it was merely the six of them hunting raiders. Perhaps they would not only lose their lives, but by 
the end of the day Donia may have lost hers too; were the city to be overrun the invaders would not be 
gentle with those that defied them. And this was not a woman to simply bow before anyone who threatened to 
take her home from her. 


Steve put an arm around her and his lover. "Don't fret, Donia. It's in the hands of the Gods now." 


She disentangled herself gently, wiped her eyes and tried to smile. "Aye, well. I'll to bed with my homely soldier, 
then --" 


"Hey!" 
"-and we shall reconvene at breakfast. Gareth knows where to find you all." 


With Nicko's arm firmly around her shoulders, leaning into him more than they had ever seen her do, she 
made her way slowly out of the door and headed for her own quarters. The five remaining men watched her 


go; when the pair were out of sight Bruce turned to Janick. 
"Will you be alright? Alone, | mean" 


He shrugged and smiled. "I prefer to be alone the night before a fight anyway; it's kind of traditional for me. 
Anyway, | won't be completely alone," and his gaze suddenly became very distant, as though his eyes were 
watching a very different vista to that of his companions, "I've always got my memories. Won't be long now," 
he added, and on that cryptic note gave Bruce a hug and made his way out of the room behind a boy bearing 
a taper, lit to lead him safely to his rest. 


"Do you know the way?" Gareth asked Steve, who jumped. He hadn't heard the steward approach, hadn't heard 
him enter the room, even, and with his question he got another of those odd feelings, a strange sort of 


doubling. There seemed to be more to the question, layers of meaning not immediately obvious. 


"Yes," he replied quietly, and with the one word the feeling vanished. He felt that the route he had chosen with 
the word was far more than simply the direction to his bedroom - but what it would be remained to be 


discovered. 


Shaking his head he watched Gareth bow to Adrian and Dave and gently shepherd them out; Steve looked 
around and noticed the pale, speechless boy waiting discreetly behind. 


"To put out the lamps?" he asked the boy with a smile, and was rewarded with a swift wink. 

"What are you being so mysterious about?" asked Bruce, a little unnerved by the evening's turn of events. 
Steve tucked his arm around his lover's waist, unafraid to show emotion in front of the boy, and kissed Bruce 
gently. 

"Come on. I'll show you." 


~ Ke 


Bruce knelt and stared at the floor, stunned. He didn't know if it made him afraid or not; emotions fought each 
other in his head, each trying to make themselves heard above the startled chatter of his thoughts. 


"IFs you." 


Steve laughed softly. "Apparently its not. But it is my grandfather; Donia said it's how she recognised me when 


we came here the first time." 
Bruce nodded slowly. "I remember," he said, then looked up sharply. "You've changed," he added, softly. 
Steve cocked his head, puzzled. 


Bruce took a final look at the delicate mosaic and shook his head, rising and taking the torch from Steve's 
hands. 


"Come on. Big day tomorrow...” 

They undressed slowly, lit the small oil lamps and curled together for a moment, staring at the shadowy form 
of the mosaic glittering slightly in the dim light from lamps and fire. They lay on their sides, Steve spooned 
behind Bruce, gently stroking his hip; he nuzzled his face into Bruce's neck, mumbling his lips along the sleek 


lines of the muscle and inhaling the earthy, masculine scent of his lover. 


"You were just a frightened youth when we found you," Bruce murmured softly, angling his head to give Steve 


access to more skin, "but now.. heard about the crucifixions." 
Steve froze. 
"Blaze told me," sighed Bruce softly. 


‘Ah. 


"He asked if you'd always been like that. | said no, but we were hoping --" 


"Hoping what?" the question was sharp, and Bruce could feel the warm relaxation of the body behind him 


becoming sharpened tension 

"That you would eventually pass through it” 

There was a pause, and Bruce felt Steve rest his head against his shoulder. 

"Does it matter? They have gone to their rest, now. And tomorrow, tomorrow..we will have done the same." 
we 


Nicko and Donia made love slowly, both savouring every sensation as though it might be their last. They said 
no words, but both were aware in their hearts that this was as good a way as any to say goodbye. 


He watched her sleep, afterwards, and gave himself briefly to regrets; he could have had a woman like this, 


family, children..he shook himself firmly, and stretched his body next to hers. Live for the moment, my boy.. 
we 

Janick curled alone in his blankets, and lost himself in recollections of the past. He could feel the touch of his 
wife's soft hand on his cheek, her breath whispering in his ear and the soft tremble of her body beneath him 


as they spent their passion safe in their small home. 


And when one of the maids quietly slipped beneath the blankets to join him and began to gently kiss his tears 
away, he didn't even try to push her away. 


He buried himself in her, took what comfort he could, and promised his wife that he would see her soon. Very 


soon. 

we 

Adrian and Dave collapsed in each other's arms, panting with the force of their exertion Fear made them 
desperate; each had taken the other more than once, and it was only the fact that they had run out of 
nervous energy that stopped them now. 

Dave ran his fingertips across Adrian's lips, blue eyes shaded with pain. 


"Tomorrow. What if one of us --" 


Adrian kissed him, trying to quiet the fear. "We go together, or not at all. Don't worry. If we must go into the 


darkness, love, then we won't be going alone..." 


They held each other close, and watched the lamp burn down to nothing before falling into a restless, uneasy 


sleep. 

we 

Bruce dreamed. 

They were all present, and the adrenaline was flowing high; but no battle, this. He could see a huge, arcing 
empty space and hear the roar of a thousand thousand throats; flickers of light in the darkness, and when he 
swung to see what was behind him he was briefly blinded by the light. He felt a grin spread across his face, 
there was Nicko, face lit with delight as he thrashed ferociously at his kit, Janick practically dancing with Dave 
and Adrian as they raced around the brightly lit, patterned space; and when he swung to the other side there 
was Steve, face older but ever as sweet, grinning like a wolf and oh, but so alive.. 

It was them, but different. Not now, there was a sensation of great distance; his hair was short - his head 
felt peculiarly light - and their clothes were decidedly odd. But it was them. All of them, alive and bright, with 
a future before them still. He turned to the front of the ledge, stepped up onto a dark box and screamed to 


the crowd - 

Bruce awoke with a gasp, starting upright and waking Steve. 
"What? What is it?" 

He collapsed back, drew his lover into his arms. 

"A dream" 

"Nightmare?" 


"No, not this time.." and he explained it as best he could. Steve leaned over him, a strange expression on his 


face. 


"Perhaps," he murmured, hooding his eyes and shading his expression with a curious darkness, "you dream of 
what will be. Another lifetime, perhaps..who knows? You and |. We're not finished" 


Bruce pulled him down into a long, slow kiss, and as he felt Steve's urgent hardness press against his hip he 


murmured into his ear: 


"Never finished. Never, my love.” 


Twenty-One 


Have you ever dreamed of dying? 


| dont mean the classic dreams of falling, where you wake with a jerk just before you hit the ground, tangled in 
sweat soaked sheets and shivering with the force of the icy wind that you swear you can still feel whistling in your 
ears. No, | mean actually dream of the moment that life leaves the body, the moment that your soul parts 
company from the fleshy embrace of your body and travels on.. 


„somewhere. 

The sensation of lying on the pavement, bullet hole in your chest or crushed by a speeding vehicle; the shouts and 
screams of the onlookers, sirens, voices struggling for calm as they assure that youre all right mate, just you hang 
on in there..the icy cold that seeps into your limbs, a bizarre numbness spreading from your wounds to 
anaesthetise your whole body. The odd sense of calm as you realise that it's all over, and that no-one can help 
you now. 

You can feel the roughness of the ground beneath your cheek; your vision of the world is reduced to a horizontal 
slice and you can't even blink Your eyes feel dry, and your skin just gets colder and colder until everything begins 
fo fade. The people and the surroundings lose their colour first, then the sounds grow fainter behind the slow bleed 


of your vision 


Finally that all pervading cold completes ifs insidious spread and you're nothing, a star of fading consciousness in the 
void and youre tired, so tired - 


Then you wake up. 
No? 


| have. 


They paused at the top of the hill, looking down the small valley toward the distant sea, and regarded the bulk 
of Ulrich's army spread in front of them. 


"Shit. There must be thousands of them," muttered Adrian. 
"This is it then, chaps," said Nicko, and the usually ebullient man sounded subdued. "Put up or shut up time." 


"Then let's go," said Bruce with a decisive nod. 


Motioning to the rest of their army, they put their plan into effect. The archers spread out along the downs, 
and began to shower the still-sleeping encampment with arrows. Screams and howls disturbed the still morning 


air as fire arrows set tents and shelters aflame, and those running to fetch water were cut down. 


Another movement of Bruce's arm, and the squads of men sent to scatter the army's horses went into action. 
The cavalrymen went running to their mounts to begin the defence only to find that they would have to fight 
on foot this day. 


“That's it," said Steve, watching their men spreading out to either side of them, “all set. On your mark, Bruce." 


Bruce turned his horse, and for a moment the six men simply looked at each other. The emotions they 
exchanged had no name; they were all well aware that in a battle of this magnitude it was unlikely that any of 
them would survive, let alone all, still, to put that into words would only tempt the demon closer, and so they 


said nothing. 


He turned again to face the enemy, and took a deep breath. They were well trained, he would give them that, 
despite the confusion already wreaked they were beginning to assemble against them. Raising his arm, his 
horse danced beneath him, powerful muscles gleaming in the morning sunlight, tail a proud banner in the 


breeze; every eye along the ridge was trained on them, and the tension could be tasted in the air. 
We who are about to die.. 


Steve felt the breath stick in his throat as he watched Bruce hold the entire army back with his fist. He 
watched the gloved hand, almost amazed by its fragility against the sky; such a small thing controlling such a 


force. 


Horses fidgeted, hooves scraping muted against the short turf, a lark sang, somewhere behind them. Tack 
rattled, and men shifted sweating palms on the pommel of swords already warm from the heat of their 
owners. All wondered who would end the day around the fire with comrades, who would return to home and 
hearth and who would be picked over by raven and kite before the sun went down. Such a heavy moment, 
pregnant with possibility, the whole world paused in its ponderous turning, looking briefly on the brave tableaux 
spread so bravely below the brightening sky, so soon to be reduced to tatters and blood as men unleashed vile 


savagery upon each other. 
salute you 


"Now," he said, dropped his arm and spurred his horse on to leap down the slope, giving an unearthly scream 


of terrible, deadly vengeance and wild defiance. 


The wail of their leader galvanised the six men to lead the charge, sweeping down on the confusion of their 


enemies like a tempest sent from the very gods themselves. 


They penetrated almost to the centre of the encampment before the sheer crush of people slowed them to a 


standstill, forcing them to abandon their slash-and-run tactics for more savage hand-to-hand fighting. 


Janick's horse squealed and fell, a lance projecting from its flank. Trapped beneath the animal, Janick could do 
little more than slash helplessly up at those attempting to take advantage of his position. Dave - still mounted 
- and Adrian, on foot, howled and swore and bludgeoned their way through the horde, but Steve was swirled 
away from them by the tide of the fighting. By the time he struggled back to where Janick had fallen it was 
too late; Dave and Adrian could still be seen, but now they were extracting horrific vengeance on the killers of 


their friend. 
Janick's blue eyes stared sightlessly into the melee, and Steve froze for a moment. 
The first to fall. 


Fury swept through his brain, and he spun his horse - the marvellous gift from Donia, who had carried him 
so sure and swift of foot for so long now, brave and bold - spurring him on and rearing him up, using his 
huge bulk to press into the crush of soldiers, forehooves crashing down with murderous force as he took 
several powerful, bouncing steps forward on his hind legs before diving like a dolphin into his enemies. Obeying 
his training and faithful to the last, he tore with his teeth and lashed out with all the power he possessed but 
slowly and certainly horse and rider were overwhelmed, Steve felt the blows that tore the life from the 


horse, and managed to free his legs as the animal fell. 


Even down he didn't quit; two quick kicks with his hind legs swept away the men crowding behind them, giving 


Steve an avenue to escape. 


He took it, sparing the dying animal a final glance of farewell as he ducked back into the ranks of his colleagues, 


reassuming his place at Bruce's side before pushing forward once more to try and reach Dave and Adrian 


They were almost there - so close! - when Dave fell, head almost hacked from his shoulders by a great brute 
of a man, a man who seemed familiar to Steve even as he and Bruce drove forward to reach their dying 
friend. The man was also trying to get to them; he'd obviously recognised them and was out for a little 


vengeance of his own. 


Bruce went to his knees beside Dave, while Adrian and Steve kept the bulk of the attackers back; the last 


glimpse of wild red hair and bearskin cloak suddenly reminded Steve where he'd seen this man before. 


The smoke was beginning to sting his eyes as he approached the burning village, and he swore it was that and not 
tears blurring his vision as Robert was cut down, the old man trying to defend his house but making no more than 
three paces before being cut fo pieces by a Viking with an axe. That man, that one; Steve set his sights on the 

huge man in the bearskin, ignoring all else as he ran for him with his sword raised, a scream of his own fearing at 


his throat as he tried desperately to make things right, if he could just reach that man - 


His home, the night all this madness had begun. 


He struggled forward, but Adrian grabbed his arm. 
"Steve! Nol" 
"But its him! Him! He was in the village that night! He was there when my home burned! 


Adrian blinked at him, taking a second or two to sort his comrade's words from the howling that enveloped 
them in an almost continuous shattering, grating noise that shook the earth and the air with terrible force; 


then he had to connect words to meaning. 


"He's dead," said Bruce, tone flat as he rose from Dave's side. Adrian glanced down, face twisting as he looked 
on the man who'd been his closest friend and comfort for so long. He'd long known it would end like this; what 
he hadn't realised was just how empty it would leave him. A man no more, all he felt was that he was a hollow 


shell, a creature with no more compassion than a sword blade; built to kill and kill and kill again until he was 


destroyed by the same fire that had forged him. 

"That one, yeah?" he asked Steve, face gone wolfish with anticipation even as he felt his soul wither inside him. 
"Yeah." 

"Let's go, then" 


Steve and Adrian ran forward, tearing back into the melee as they hunted the red haired man in the bearskin 
cloak Bruce screamed for them to stop, echoed by Nicko who had finally managed to catch up with them. 


"What the - oh fuck, Dave..no...” 


"Yeah," snapped Bruce, "and if we don't catch Steve and Adrian up the daft bastards are going to get cut to 
fucking pieces." 


They fought their way through, struggling to keep the two men in sight; friend and foe swayed like trees in a 
high wind, pushed by the sweep of violence as it rippled through the massed bodies twisting and savaging each 
other in their battle for dominance. Gaps were beginning to appear; no man can fight on forever, and here and 
there were knots of exhaustion, eyes in the sprawling storm, enemy and friend regarding each other balefully 


as some panted, some vomited, others bled and still more died, departing with a moan to lie silent on the turf. 


Steve finally saw his quarry, and Adrian dived forward to catch his attention, bring him around; Steve howled, 
red mist obscuring vision and judgement as he chopped his way through the big man's defenders as though 
they were so many cords of firewood. He barely saw Adrian fall, locked in a savage tussle with a small, ratlke 
man; they tore at each other even as they died, neither about to simply give in until the very last of their 
strength bled from their bones. 


Steve hurdled the bodies, locked almost irretrievably together in death then had to pause, catching his breath 


even as he hunted for the elusive berserker. A yell, hoarse and vile enough to drive through the din of battle 


made him turn. 
Time seemed to slow. 


Bruce was fighting to reach him, tearing through soldiers but keeping his vision fixed firmly on his destination 
Nicko had been swirled away to one side; all that could be seen of their friend was blond hair flying from 
beneath a cracked helm, roaring at his prey as they had heard him do so many times before. 


The berserker had spotted Bruce, and changed direction to intercept him. Steve forced his feet to move, 
swiping aside one who tried to bar his way with almost no conscious thought at all, his whole mind was howling 


to Bruce to turn, to see the death approaching fast from beside him. 


Axe lost somewhere, he was using a huge sword that had, presumably, been stolen from a corpse; a final 


bellow alerted Bruce to his danger. 
Too late. 


Steve was close enough to hear the ping as steel plates, already ravaged by the beating they had received this 
day gave beneath the huge blow, and the silvery crunch and grind of the blade shearing through muscle and 


bone. 
"Brucel" 


Steve finally caught up, coming close enough at the last to run the great red haired bear of a man through, 
kicking him away from his lover's body. He looked up, surprised, he'd not realised how close Steve was, and 
seemed almost affronted to have been caught out so easily. As a last gesture, Steve slashed down at the 
grinning face, once and for all extinguishing any recognisable vestige of the man that had torn his home from 
him on that terrible night. Victory as ashes in his mouth, Steve dropped his sword and turned to Bruce, all 
thoughts of defence gone from his mind. 


Bruce tried to rise, clutching at the gushing wound in his side, coughed a great gout of blood, and subsided 
onto the ground once more. Steve knelt beside him, battle momentarily forgotten, and tried to gather him into 
his arms; Bruce gasped with pain, and Steve had to settle for cradling his head. 

"Bruce...fuck. Fuck!" 

"We always knew..this would happen," panted Bruce in reply to Steve's frantic fear. 


Steve just nodded, unable to speak past the tightness in his throat. 


"Didn't think..it would..be me first..mind you," and incredibly, a brief smile flitted across his face. Steve pulled 
off his gauntlet, gently stroked Bruce's cheek. 


"We'll get you back behind the lines," croaked Steve, trying to sound practical, positive, anything other than 


voice the black despair he felt creeping over him, "maybe we can --" 


"No," Bruce murmured, lids heavy now. Steve took a deep breath, held it; tears seemed inappropriate on a 
battlefield, but here was this man, brother, warrior, lover, friend, dying before his eyes. 


Blood soaked through his heavy trousers, warm against the chill of the spring day. He stroked Bruce's cheek 
again, and their eyes met for one long, meaning filled glance. Bruce's lips formed two words and then his eyes 
rolled up, the light that had so sustained Steve through all his pain going out for the very last time. 

Steve carefully laid Bruce's head down, looking into the eyes that now stared blankly at the weak blue sky. He 
rose, pulling his gauntlet back on, and looked around to check on the battle's progress. The melee had swirled 


away from them for the moment, there were none to interrupt their last moment together. 


He could even hear, above the screams and howls of battle, a lark spiralling upward and singing, somewhere far 


away over the downs. 

Love you 

Bruce's last words. Steve looked down again, only the body left behind. Perhaps that soul was even now relaxing 
in the raider's Valhalla, allowed in for valour, maybe the Morrigan's crow carried it to other halls beyond, 
there to dwell in eternal splendour as befitted a warrior. 


Somehow Steve doubted it. 


"Maybe in another lifetime," he said quietly to the cooling corpse, echoing the words spoken in their 


conversation that morning, in the almost silent spaces before the dawn. 


"Steve!" bellowed a voice from behind him, and turning he saw Nicko beleaguered by three raiders, taunting him 


as dogs bait a tethered bear. Steve drew his sword, and ran to assist his friend; he didn't look back. 
Time to aid the living. There would be time to grieve for the dead later. 
we 


The tide of battle was slowly turning. Led by Nicko and Steve, fighting like demons right at the forefront, the 


raiders were beginning to crumple back the way they had come. 


The ground was torn, soaked in blood; crows, ravens and kites had begun to assemble at the edges of the 


action, awaiting the first quiet moment to begin their work of picking over the dead. 


The invading force was thrown back, gradually broken on the fierce determination of the defenders, pushed 


almost back into the small river that bordered the far side of the battlefield. Churned into swamp, the boggy 
ground pulled the last of the fury from the attackers; slowed to the point that they couldn't even turn and 
run, they became easy picking for the remaining archers, protected stoutly while they completed their 


murderous task. 


Seeing all was lost, the leader of the force decided to risk all on one final frontal attack; Steve, paused beside 


Nicko to get his breath back, spotted the standard being brought up to the front lines for the very first time. 
Ulrich," he breathed, fire burning in his eyes once more. 
"Steve, no. You're tired, he's fresh, you'll never get there in time Steve come back! 


Too late. Tattered horsehair of his crest flaring stiffly in the wind, blood drying on his armour, his skin, in his 
hair, Steve roared a challenge as he pounded down the slope toward his enemy, Nicko barely a dozen paces 


behind with a small squad of soldiers he had been able to call to himself. 


Steve hit the front of the formation and carved through it as though it were made of butter; men fell away, 
stumbled back only to be ground to dog's meat by Nicko and his small but savage horde. 


Finally there was space, and Steve laid eyes on the gold inlaid armour of Ulrich the Dane, the man who had 
been causing so much pain in his scramble for power in the cold lands across the seas. Not for him the slow 
acquisition by politics and marriage; no, his way was flash and fight, take by force what could have been his 
by right and cunning. 


"You!" bellowed Steve, angry beyond measure. He levelled his sword at him. "Will you fight, or are you as big a 


coward as I've always heard? Craven, you are!" 


Three burly guards stepped forward, weapons ready to cut down this impudent young man who screamed at 


their leader so; Ulrich hissed between his teeth, motioned them back. 


It had come to this, then; two men in a slowly widening circle as the word spread across the battlefield in a 


storm of whispering, building to a tide race of shouts. 
The House Of Harris takes on the Dane! 


Carefully pacing closer, Ulrich sneered at his opponent; already bleeding from such a huge number of wounds it 
was impossible to tell where one ended and another began, clothing in tatters, armour dented and helm split, 
once proud crest now clotted thickly with blood and plastered to the dull steel that had once supported it to 
challenge the air so proudly. He was fresh, having done no more than skirmish since the early morning; the sun 
was now high and this man had not stopped, barely paused; his limbs trembled with near exhaustion, eyes 
rimmed scarlet and sore from the harshness of the air and the blown dust, expression savaged by the 


horrors of the battlefield and the pain of losing all that was important to him. 


"Retreat," said the Dane softly, harshly accented voice curiously soft, "retreat, and maybe live." 
Steve shook his head. "Never. Nothing left to live for anyway...” 


They charged, hitting each other like bulls; any finesse of swordplay was soon lost in the scramble for 
advantage. Ulrich didn't wear his sword merely for show; at his absolute best he could have matched Bruce. 


He wasn't, however, at his best; his attention was distracted by the part of his mind always scheming, always 


planning, looking for a way to snatch triumph from defeat. 


Eventually it told, in the only way it could Ulrich felt his foot slip, his arm overreach by just the tiniest 
margin; it was enough, however. Steve pushed close, running his sword easily between the plates of the Dane's 


armour and twisting, hunting for his black, wicked heart. 


"Go to hell, demon!" he snarled, watching surprise flit across the Dane's face, then rocking back at the grin 


that followed it. 


"You first," breathed his enemy, and Steve felt a sharp little coldness in his belly. The modest knife - such a 
small blade, barely more than one you would carry at your hip for eating with - nevertheless reached under 
Steve's heaving ribs, splitting the delicate structure of his lungs and finally burying its tip in that great heart 


even as his own blade cleaved to the core of the Dane. 


Both men fell to their knees, and Steve managed briefly to stay there, watching the life drain from the eyes 
of his enemy; he staggered to his feet as Ulrich rolled backwards, dead. Jamming his fist around his own fatal 


wound, Steve drove his spine straight and raised his sword; a cry rose from the defenders, echoed by a moan 


from those few of the attackers left alive. 

Then his strength failed, and he collapsed slowly until he lay on his back, staring up at the sky. 
"One day, Bruce," he sighed, and died. 

Nicko, paralysed until that moment, groaned and hid his eyes. All gone.. 


Movement attracted his eye; a group of the attackers were beginning to approach the bodies. Perhaps they 
meant to desecrate the body of he that had deprived them of their leader? Fuck that 


Nicko strode across the bloodstained turf and stepped across his friend's body, hefted his stolen axe in both 
hands and watched the group approach, prepared to sell himself dearly in defence of those he had loved. A 
pointless gesture, perhaps; but he'd lost enough today, and wasn't prepared to lose any more. The men stopped 
a little distance from him, and they stared at each other warily for a moment, there was some discussion in 
the ranks, then a lone man stepped forward. 


"No closer," warned Nicko once the man was near enough that they could see each other clearly. 


The man raised his empty hands, l-am-unarmed. 

Nicko held on to his axe. The other man sighed. 

"We mean you no harm. We come to surrender." 

‘Oh yes? Pull the other one.” 

The man blinked, clearly a little confused by Nicko's bitter words. 
"Surrender?" 

"What? Bit fucking late, isn't it?" 


The man was getting out of his depth, floundering for something to say. Of all the reactions he had expected 


to his declaration, sarcasm wasn't one of them. "For whom?" 
Nicko gestured to his feet. "Im, for one. You couldn't have surrendered half an hour ago?" 


The man shook his head, finally understanding. Losing comrades was hard indeed. "Half an hour ago Ulrich was 


alive.” 


Nicko thought about this. Steve had pulled down their great leader, the inspirational dictator who had gathered 
this army, brought it across the stormy spring seas to fight for land, against all the odds they had succeeded, 
got this far, and then a farmer-turned-soldier had cut him down in front of the tattered remnants of his 
army. Maybe thats what it took to defeat an army of this size. That sort of..obvious gallantry. Stupid 


bravery. 

"Oh. Well” Nicko was at a loss. "Vortigern's back there somewhere." 

The man cocked his head. "You cannot accept our surrender?" 

Nicko finally put his axe down and flung his hands in the air. "Fine! Whatever. Look, you Johnnies gather what 
you've got left over there," he waved his arms vaguely at a flat patch of ground beside the little river, "and 
we'll send someone down later. Best | can do. Oh yeah, and you can start by dumping all your weapons. | don't 
want to see so much as an eating knife over there, got it?" 

The man sighed, shook his head then appeared to come to a decision "Aye, alright. It shall be done as you say." 


He turned to leave, but paused when Nicko called him. 


"Hey! What's your name, lad? We'll need to have something to call you by." 


He cocked his head once more, ice blue eyes now amused. "I am called James. You?" 
"Nicko." 
"We shall meet again, Nicko." 


The big soldier just nodded, then watched as the little delegation withdrew to the remains of the army. Within 
minutes it became clear that they were doing as Nicko had asked; a steady stream of men began to head for 


the area he had indicated, and the pile of weapons they were leaving behind began to grow. 


He bent, and lifted Steve's body in his arms. Sighing, he looked into the pale face and shook his head as he 
began the walk back to the bulk of their own army. 


"Well, mate," he said conversationally as he stumbled across the tussocky ground, "you got what you wanted, 
in the end. Revenge and whatnot. You all did. Looks like you might even have bought us a bit of peace as well - 
can't be bad. Trouble is," he grimaced, feeling his throat suddenly thicken with a grief that he knew would 
never leave him, not until he joined his friends, "it's gonna be awfully lonely out here without you. All bloody 
five of you." 


He stopped, and waited for the delegation running down the hill to meet him. They began to shout excited 
questions, had the opposition surrendered, what was happening, why were they gathering by the river? 


Nicko ignored them, pushing on past until he met a familiar face coming the other way. 

"All of them?" asked the young man, quietly. 

Nicko nodded. 

Blaze looked down, put his face in his hands, gave a bone deep groan before looking back at the tall soldier, still 
cradling the body of his friend against himself. He reached out, touched Nicko's shoulder; a gesture of 
sympathy, solidarity. 


"Come on. We'll find a way to lay them to rest..." 


"Rest?" Nicko grinned bitterly. "No, | don't think so. Not this lot. Not yet, anyway...” 


Twenty-Two 


Í sit on the warm grass, and look out across the edge of the downs toward the distant ocean, wondering how much 
the view has changed since these ancient barrows were raised There are six of them, two large ones in front and 
four slightly smaller ones behind, local legend has it that six great warriors lie below them, ready to defend the 


city once more should it ever come under attack 


/ turn and glance behind me, and seem to see a dark figure on a horse; he watches the same view | do, and his 


bearing is sorrowful. | blink again, and the mounted watcher is gone..its just - 


"Bruce," grinned Nicko, striding across the sheep-nibbled turf toward his friend, dark jacket flapping behind him. 
Bruce smiled up at him, but didn't move. 


"What you got there?" he asked, nodding to the small book almost lost in Nicko's large hands. 

"Same thing you were reading earlier. History of this place, innit? Interesting stuff." 

"Never had you down as a history buff," grinned Bruce. 

Nicko shrugged, and looked uneasy. "Not usually. But it's..well, its here. Odd sort o'place, don't you think?" 
Bruce's smile faded, and he rose to his feet. "You're not wrong. | wonder..." 

"Yeah. | was just walking around them big mounds; you done that yet? Gives you a right funny feeling, it does. 
Right ‘ere." And the big man patted his solar plexus, twisting his homely face uneasily as he looked back at the 
barrows brooding quietly under the bright sunshine. Bruce stepped in beside him and shook his head. 


"Nah. This is the closest I've been - you're right, it does give you a funny feeling. You read the whole book?" 


A thunder of feet interrupted them, and the clan of Harris dashed past in hot pursuit of a football; Steve 
peeled off the back and jogged to a halt by his friends. 


"You been wandering around them creepy mounds?" 
Nicko and Bruce exchanged glances. "You too, eh?" asked Bruce. 
"Yeah. | don't know what it is, but you wouldn't get me here at night for a million quid. No chance." 


The three men stood together in silence for a moment, lost in thought, until faint shouting reached them. 


"Look at them silly buggers," snorted Nicko. Janick, Adrian and Dave were waving and yelling from on top of 
three of the smaller mounds, grinning down at their friends. "Don't they know its bad luck to stand on a 
grave?" 

"The book reckons there's no-one down there," replied Steve thoughtfully, and Bruce turned to him in surprise. 
"You bought it too?" 

Steve looked sheepish. "Yeah. | don't normally bother with local history, but it's -" 

"This place," finished Nicko and Bruce together. 

"Yeah. Why?" 

"That's three copies, then. Bet the bloody bookshop guy saw us coming..." 

"You think there's no-one down there?" 


Steve shook his head. "| reckon they're wrong. They are down there...you can feel it." 


Bruce flipped through the pages of the small book, papery rustling loud in the awkward silence, and began to 


read aloud. 


"These six barrows are something of an anomaly in this landscape..blah blah..a much earlier design, but 


erected -" 

"Hahah!" 

"Shut up, Nicko" 

"-- erected some time after the end of Roman occupation They appear to be intact, unusual for such 
prominent features. There have always been many local legends associated with them, and this protected them 
even from the church until the nineteenth century. Various Victorian researchers attempted to dig there, but 
were prevented mainly by strong local opposition.” 

"Mainly? | can feel a ghost story coming on, whooo." 

Bruce and Steve looked at their friend 


"I know, shut up Nicko. Ha. What does it say, Bruce?" 


"There are many wild tales from this period, but a well documented one states that a gentleman scholar from 


Oxford had obtained permission to dig the two largest mounds and brought in a crew of Irish nawvies, being 


unable to obtain a local workforce. Each night before the dig tools vanished, equipment was scattered and 
exploratory trenches filled in; the gentleman decided that this was due to local interference and determined to 


spend a night at the dig site." 


Bruce looked across at the mounds, a frown marring his features and his eyes far away. His friends waited 


patiently, and with a shake of his head he continued reading. 


"He never spoke of his ordeal in detail, but went on record to state that the mounds should never again be 
disturbed, as they protected unholy restless ghosts of the Men Of Iron from long ago, and that they were 
quite capable of defending themselves if pushed. It is certainly recorded that his hair turned white overnight, 


and he became a leading light of the campaign to leave the mounds untouched." 
Nicko and Steve exchanged uneasy glances while Bruce read on. 


"The site is now managed by English Heritage, and in line with both their policy and the wishes of the local 
people excavation of the site has been kept to a minimum until the technology exists to explore the burial site 


more fully without disturbing the contents of the barrows." 


The three men were quiet after Bruce had finished, and turned as one to look at the six small hills in their 


peculiar arrangement; two slightly larger ones in front, with the four smaller in a horseshoe shape around and 


behind them. 
"| wonder," said Steve, voice distant and quiet, "if the guy in the portrait is one of the ones under there?" 


"Dunno mate, but that was a spooky experience and no bloody mistake," snorted Nicko, seeming rather more 


uneasy than expected. 


Yeah, the portrait..its partly why | came back, both to the band in general and this physical place in particular. | 
was just wandering around a couple of months ago; Id had the call from Nicko and Harry and was thinking about 
my career and where it was going | would just pick a direction and drive, stop for a day or two, go home. Anyway, 
Í| thought Id visit this dig site, just near here. It was all over the local papers and I had nothing else to do, so off I 


went 


There was a hum about the place; young archaeologists running about, dodging the few visitors who were looking 
over the rest of the ruins, reading the plaques describing all that was left of ‘an extensive Romano-British palace, 
or high status building: | followed them, eventually discovering where they were working and leaning over the barrier 
for a look at the muddy hole they were all grubbing about in like so many excited terriers. | could see flashes of 
colour, golds and greens and blues; | was just tilting my head to try and get an impression of the pattern when | 
heard my name being hissed excitedly, and knew Id been recognised. 


Sometimes it pisses me off but sometimes..its useful Like now. 


The guy in charge of the site allowed hmself to be persuaded by his excited students that | was indeed worthy of 
a guided tour, and began to explain about the mosaic. They thought it was very significant, related to the mounds, 
blah blah blah..other mosaics in the area not so fine, blah-blah-ditty blah.. 


Í stopped listening fo him when | saw the face they had exposed. 


it was him. To the very life..those dark, dark eyes that reflect the profound depths of the personality, the curly 
waves that frame the strong face, the hint of humour about the mouth..the mouth that at any moment can 
curve into one of those heart-stoppingly sweet smiles 


The young girl that was showing it to me stopped explaining and smiled when she saw my reaction 
"l think it looks lke him too," she said softly. 


That was when I decided to come back. To him, to them all.. 


Nicko sat his horse and pulled his cloak a little tighter around himself, warding off the cold winds of autumn 
that threatened to bite him to the bone. He watched the men hauling rocks, piling them up over the carefully 


cut and arched stonework of the barrows. His friends lay there.. 

Leaving him here. He sighed, pulling his horse round as a voice called to him above the thin cry of the wind. 
"Nicko!" 

"James. How's it going?" 


The young Viking grinned, showing a lot of white teeth. "They're almost done. Just got to finish the cairns over 
them and cap the ditches; yours is ready too. You sure you want to be building your own monument before 


you're dead?" 


‘Is where | belong," said the big man with a smile. He'd become almost fond of this young man, the remains of 


Ulrich's army had begged to be allowed to settle, and Vortigern had allowed it on one condition: 


That they create a resting place for the leaders of the defending force suitably imposing, as befitting such 
heroes. The invading force had, with some relief, agreed; Nicko had requested that one be built for him, so 


that when his time came he could rejoin his comrades in death. 


Vortigern had agreed to that, too. Provided, of course, that Nicko oversaw the work. He'd been happy to, and 
had even suggested a place for the Vikings to settle. The place where once the ruins of the village of 
Clausentum had stood bustled with life once more; women had drifted in, attracted by the tales of a whole 


village full of young men The first children would be born soon, and the little settlements future seemed 


assured. Nicko thought that Steve would probably have approved. 


The five men had been laid to rest with horses, armour, jewellery, food and weapons, everything they might 
need in whatever afterlife they found themselves in, the discarded weapons of the Vikings had been used to 
line the chalky pits, and then they had been sealed over with beams before the first stone arches - robbed 
from a nearby ruined villa - had been erected over them. Then the shining white chalk excavated from the 
ditches had been heaped into smooth piles over the stonework; just larger pieces were now needed to complete 


the barrows. 


Bruce and Steve's monuments lay in front, looking out over the downs toward the sea, in the direction that any 
further raiders would come from. Bruce on the right, Steve on his left, as in life. Janick lay behind and to 
Steve's left, Dave then Adrian to his right, and finally Nicko's waiting barrow on the far right. Nicko had 
insisted that Dave and Adrian's barrows be placed slightly closer together than the others; when asked why he 
had simply shrugged, and said that it just seemed fitting. Nobody disputed his word, and the two barrows were 
surrounded by a single ditch. 


A Christian priest had objected to this ‘barbaric’ form of burial, Vortigern was toying with the idea of this 
new religion, but didn't as yet give it much credence. He'd been positively amused when Nicko had seized the 
brown robed, pompous little man and marched him bodily to the river before throwing him in. He'd paced the 
banks for two days, refusing to allow the increasingly distressed cleric to come out until he promised to 
withdraw his objections. The man had left for Ireland soon after. 


"And good bloody riddance," Nicko had snorted. 

He realised that James was speaking again, and dragged his attention back to the present. 

"Do you think the peace will hold, Nicko?" 

"| don't care," he replied shortly, "as long as they leave us alone here." 

James looked shocked 

The Viking kings had sent representation to Vortigern after news of Ulrich's disastrous expedition had reached 
home. The wily old king had managed to obtain an agreement that there would be no invasion of his lands, only 
peaceful settlement in pre-arranged places; the legend of the lron Men had reached such stature that he was 
even able to screw a similar agreement from the Saxons. Whether it would hold was another matter; Albion 
was too rich a land to lie so open for very long, but for the moment there was peace. Certainly the legend had 
enough power that no raider would dare to come within twenty miles of the place. 


James patted the neck of Nicko's horse. "You're just waiting to join them, aren't you?" 


Nicko looked at him kindly. "Don't sound so upset about it, lad | miss ‘em; there's nothing left for me here." 


"You think you'll be together in --" 
He had obviously been about to say ‘Valhalla’ but stopped himself in time. Nicko chuckled. 
"| doubt it. But there'll come a time. Another lifetime, perhaps." 


James stood back and watched the dark-cloaked man ride away, back to his lonely little house near to the 
mounds. Sometimes he was visited by a woman, old but still handsome, and they would watch together for a 
while before she had to return home. He spent all his time out here, only returning home to eat and sleep; he 
watched over them still, were the whispers, as he had watched over them from the very first. And one day, 
perhaps, they would all meet again. 


In another lifetime. 


Neko has gone to chase our errant guitarists from the top of the barrows, leaving Steve and I alone. He scrutinises 
my face carefully; | never could hide anything from this man. Like most quiet guys, there's hidden depths to him; 
for instance, how would | ever have guessed that when the pressures of touring got fo be foo much it would be in 


his arms that | would find comfort? 


None more straight than our Arry, you'd have thought. And in some ways you would be absolutely correct, on the 
other hand, as he himself said to me one morning as we curled sleepily in each others arms, exhausted from a 
night's frantic lovemaking, some souls are just destined to be together - whatever body they happen to be wearing 
at the time. That's a very profound statement; too profound for me, as it turned out. 


Anyway, | ran away. Away from that intensity, from the contusion of my feelings; four long years | stayed away, 
until the sight of his face staring at me from out of the past made my mind up for me. 


| took them to see the mosaic last week. It stunned everyone to silence; the girl who'd first recognised me found 


that strangely touching 


"You lot just seem so..together," she murmured to Harry as he knelt and swept his fingers gently over the tiled 
pattern, laid almost two thousand years ago. 


‘After seeing this are you surprised" he'd replied, with one of those breathtakingly sweet smiles. She laughed and 
said no, she supposed not. Then she told us about the barrows, and after a quick visit we thought we'd bring the 
families down here. Long weekend on the downs, chance for a last get-together before we begin the madness of 


recording and touring. 


| dont know about the others, but Ive been having some damn strange dreams.. 


"What's up, Bruce?" 
Bruce cocked his head and gave a lopsided smile. 
"You been having any odd dreams?" 


Steve reared back, looking for a moment so haunted that Bruce felt sorry for asking the question. Then he 


settled, shaking his head with a rueful smile. 

"As a matter of fact | ‘ave. Bloody weird, they've been. | dreamed it was us.” 

Bruce shrugged. "Maybe it was, mate. Karma, fate..aren't you the one who believes in that stuff?" 
Steve chuckled "Yeah, well. Heads up, here they come." 


The four men chased each other down to where their friends were waiting, and as they arrived Adrian 


whipped out a little book and waved it around. "Hey, found something interesting in here.” 
"Not you too, H?" groaned Nicko. Adrian gave him a funny look 

"Well..yeah. This isn't the period of history I'm normally interested in, but it's just --" 
"This place," chorused the others. Adrian blinked. 


"What 


"Looks like we all got a copy, yeah?" said Bruce. Everyone nodded, and Nicko gave another one of his harsh 
barks of laughter. 


"Bookshop guy definitely saw us comin’. 
"What did you find, H?" asked Steve more gently. The guitarist shook himself and flipped to a page he'd marked. 


“After extensive research," he read aloud, "it is thought that we have the names of those reputed to be 


buried under the mounds. They are -" 


"Wait," said Steve, with a wink at Bruce. "You read out the names, let me see if | can guess which mound 


you're talking about. Alright?" 


Adrian shrugged. "Yeah, okay. First one." 


Steve took a couple of paces toward the barrows, back now to his friends. 
"Aiken, named for the oak" 


Steve pointed to the closest mound, far left if you had stood behind the mounds looking over the downs. Adrian 
nodded, then read out the rest. 


"Derian, named for the destructive forces of man" 
Next one in. 
"Abrecan, named for the storm." 


And the next, those two middle barrows lying closer together as though taking comfort from each other's 
company. 


"Nerian, named for protection" 


The far barrow, the one Nicko had been quietly avoiding going anywhere near and hoping that no-one would 
notice. The damn thing gave him chills, and he didn't want to know why. 


"Bryce, the son of a nobleman." 


The right hand foremost mound, which had been giving Bruce a nervous twitch ever since he set eyes on the 


bloody thing. 


"And the only individual for whom we have more information than simply one name; Stearc, the Severe, of the 


house of the homeland's ruler, Henrys. Or, as we might put it today, Harris, or Harrison” 


Adrian's voice trailed away as he read the last part of the entry; Steve turned around and grinned at the 
expression on his friend's faces. "What?" 


"You've been studying the bloody book, mate. 

ve 

"Must have. ‘Kin ‘ell, ‘Arry, thats creepy. 

Steve shrugged. "Told you there was something funny about this place 


"You're not fucking kidding," snorted Adrian, eyebrows still hovering somewhere around his hairline. Steve 


laughed, and clapped him on the shoulder. 


"Come on. Looks like it's time to get going..." 


Adrian was still flipping through the small book and reading aloud as they began the amble down the slope. 
“Ere, listen to this. ‘This area was eventually peacefully settled, the only place in the entire UK where there is 
a gradual changeover from Roman, to Romano-British and then to Anglo-Saxon without evidence of violent 
population change. Local legend says that the individuals buried beneath these mounds are the reason for 


that..." 
"How can they know that? | don't know..." 


"Cos they're ‘kin clever ain't they, these ark-hey-wotsit-ologists...” 


| watch them all walk back down toward the cars chattering cheerfully, the men and their families, but | stay 


where | am. Steve spots this, waves everyone on and comes back up to me. 
"Bruce?" he asks, quietly. I look into his eyes 
‘How did you know who was under each mound?" | ask him, carefully, not entirely sure | want the answer. 


He looks away. "Maybe | dreamed it." He turns to regard the mounds once more with something akin to grief, then 
shakes himself. 


Then he looks back at me and smiles. "Or maybe | did read it. Come on, mate..we gotta hit the road. Studio 


tomorrow...” 


Í follow him down toward the others, resisting the urge fo look back at the burial mounds brooding against the 
darkening sky. | have dreamed them as well, we all have; the mounds and their uneasily resting inhabitants.. wonder, 
dd they perhaps dream of us, too? 


Steve looks back over his shoulder, and for a second | see another man. A man in ancient armour with a crested 
helm, marks of pain on his face and a hardness about his bearing | would barely recognise had | not been dreaming 
of it every night this week | blink, and its just Harry again Mind you, it was Harry in the first place. just not this 

Harry, thats all 


"You alright?" 
| smile. "Fine. Come on." 
| give in to the urge and look back A whisper of a breeze caresses my cheek, and | decide that | should stop 


worrying and just get on with my life. After all, its what those warriors under the mounds would have done. If 


they'd been given half a chance, that is; but then, if you believe in reincarnation - or Karma, or whatever - maybe 


this is the chance that they never had Passed, in some unknowable way, down through the years fo us. 
It took us a long time to find each other, and even longer to realise the significance of the fact. 


Which is that time may be relative, but love is absolute. 


Have you ever felt the future is the past, but you don't know how..? 


A reflected dream of a captured time, is it really now, is it really happening? 


Dream Of Mirrors, Harris/Gers 


Authors Notes 


Authors Notes 


First of all a few words of thanks, and a minor explanation. 


Because of the way | wrote Legend, with its italicised introductions, | couldn't put the usual disclaimer and 
notes at the top of each chapter. It would have destroyed the atmosphere | was trying to create; that of a 
dream-like tale, something remembered or imagined. They couldn't go at the end for the same reason. So the 


notes are all here instead, and the disclaimer is right at the very front! 
Many, many thanks must go to the ladies who supported and encouraged me during the creative process: 


Bella, for being there and for reassuring me that I'm not completely melodramatic, and for cheering me on 
when my courage dwindled in the face of a particularly violent or bloody scene. Some heavy shit went down 
during this fic, several much loved family members passed away and she was there for me consistently, 


thousands of miles away in space but right beside me where it matters most - in her heart. Love you, babe. 


Screw TheDaisies for creating a place where sprawling fantasies like this are truly appreciated, instead of simply 


being scanned by people who go ‘Duh? when presented with something challenging or innovative. You rock, girl. 


HeavyMetalQueen! Dear lady, before you pitched up | thought | was alone in wishing to write about (let alone 
slash) such deliciously heterosexual men as the Maiden boys. Your support and encouragement means a great 
deal to me; being accused of being someone's favourite writer even before I've had chance to chat with them 


and issue dire threats has quite made my decade. Thanks, girl. 


The Rockfic BB Crowd: You're fantastic, and | don't deserve you. We haven't been together very long but we've 
got quite the community there, yes? Long may it continue. 


lron Maiden: What can | say. Love you, boys..please don't hate me! 


On to the more serious notes about the fic itself. 


This tale is set some fifty years after the last legion left Britain, which was in about the fourth century CE 


(Common Era, which has replaced AD or Anno Domini). I've often been fascinated by overlaps, and the change 


from one world to another; reading some speculation on the Arthurian legends got this one kicked off in my 
head, | think. That and some marvellously spiffy clips from the new Arthur movie (which was apparently pants 


but had some great action scenes). 


During the fifth century CE the Angles, the Saxons and the Vikings poured into Britain, eager to take advantage 
of its perceived vulnerabilities; litte is actually recorded from this time which, for an armchair researcher like 


myself, is actually a godsend. 
| can take what is known, guess the rest, and lie in a few places. | love being a writer. 


I've used modern names for the central characters, but looked up Saxon or Anglo Saxon names for the rest; 
chieftains and kings all bear the names of the original, real-life holders of the titles wherever possible. 


Settlement names the same; | have used some Roman, and some Anglo Saxon, but all are real places. Or were. 


Except, of course, for the barrows at the end; they're merely another creation from my overheated 
imagination. However, if you visit that area it's certainly full of ancient burials; I'm lucky enough to live in a 
country where you can't heave a brick without hitting some sort of ancient archaeology. But go see the 


mounds, wherever you find them, they're spooky places at night, and no mistake! 


I've also used modern language; Middle English is hard enough to understand - fourteenth century CE - and 
even what we regard as Modern English, when one uses the patois of Elizabeth the First's time or even that 
of Victoria, can be a swine to understand to modern ears unless you're used to it. So attempting to recreate 
the patterns of speech from a time when the language would have ranged from Latin, a mix of Germanic and 
Teutonic Celtic speech and God only knows what else would have been not only a spectacular pain in the arse, 
but would have made describing the characters so that anyone bar myself would recognise them next to 


impossible. 


But, as mentioned in the introduction to one of the earlier chapters, people don't change. Swear words remain 
predominantly sexual or blasphemous or treasonous. Teenagers plague their parents. Town planners must have 


fire regulations, traffic control, drainage and water supply..many things we think of as modern aren't. 


The Romans invented underfloor heating, the Babylonians had batteries, the Greeks had napalm, the more 
things change, they say, the more they stay the same. And the reason it's a cliché is because it's true. 


Charlotte The Harlot just appeared. Nothing to do with me, squire..although | had the idea of basing her 
whorehouse on the one in Pompeii which can still be seen, and which my husband brought home many pictures 
of. At my request, | might add. Anyway, the whorehouse kind of became background and its owner..its owner 
stepped straight from the mind of a certain Mister Harris into mine own. 


The scenes between Bruce and Adrian were inspired by Tinkerbell's fic, Love Letter. Now she's one hell of a 


writer! 


Incidentally, the Romans were quite happy with the concept of homosexuality; | guess I've tried to get that 


across in this tale. Roman attitudes still prevailed, especially amongst the rich, who have anyway always done 
exactly as they damn well please; that's partly why there isn't more screeching between the characters on 
the subject of preferring men to women. | believe some of the early Greek armies used to have homosexual 


couples in their front ranks; lovers who would fight to the death to protect each other. 

Romantic, eh? 

Several people have commented that it's a shame this is ‘merely’ a fanfic, rather than a full blooded novel, and 
its certainly true that I've put a lot of effort and thought into it. But who knows? Perhaps I'll shake it up, 
turn it around and re-write it, to appear in your local bookstore at some undefined future time, it would lose 


my dear Maiden boys, however, and that would be a shame. 


| can only hope that, should any of them discover it, that they will appreciate the love and admiration with 
which it was crafted And not come after me with a posse of bloodthirsty lawyers! 


Oh, and to post it | had to pick a character; so as he's the very centre of this piece it bears Harry's name. Up 
the Irons! 


This fic is dedicated to the dreamers, the writers, the inspirational musicians and not least you, dear reader: 


the people that make this dull old world a place worth persevering with. 


May the Gods watch over you all. 


The dream is true.. 


